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      They’re just friends… until they end up vacationing in a hotel room with only one bed.

      When Lawrence Jennings agreed to participate in a bachelor auction for charity, he didn’t realize it would involve whisking away his date for Christmas in Gstaad, Switzerland. Spending the festive season with a stranger isn’t this silver fox’s idea of a good time, so he asks his friend Corinne—who he’s always secretly admired—to bid on him.

      Corinne Pride loves the idea of a white Christmas so going along with Lawrence’s plan is a no-brainer. That is, until she realizes their hotel room is a couple’s suite, complete with a shared cozy bed and a hot tub. Corinne has been happily single for years, but suddenly, she’s seeing Lawrence in a new light, and he seems to be looking at her differently too.

      Will Corinne and Lawrence take a risk and explore the sparks between them before their luxury vacation is over?

      Click here to get your free copy of All I Want For Christmas:  bookhip.com/LDMVSPT
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      “Welcome to Haven Bay,” Charity St. John muttered to herself as she drove past the brightly colored sign announcing she’d arrived in the quaint beachside holiday destination that was her hometown. “Where everyone hates you, and flaming pitchforks are at the ready.”

      When Charity moved away three years ago, she’d vowed never to return. Unfortunately, that vow hadn’t lasted as long as she’d have liked. First, she’d been summoned back for her cousin Erica’s wedding—which she’d happily have ignored if not for the less-than-subtle threats from her parents to drag her there kicking and screaming—then she’d been talked into spending Christmas with her sister’s new family, and now the simple fact of the matter was that she had nowhere else to go.

      Okay, amend that. She could move in with her parents, who’d left the bay a while ago in favor of the bustle of Wellington, but much as she loved them, they’d drive her crazy within a week. Plus, Samuel would expect that, whereas after everything that had happened here, he certainly wouldn’t think to look for her in the bay. So here she was, with a crappy car that was lucky to have survived the trip, and all of her worldly belongings crammed in the back seat and trunk.

      Jobless, homeless, and penniless.

      “Oh, Samuel,” she murmured. “If you could see me now.”

      How her ex-husband would laugh, knowing what had become of her. His buddies had been messing with her head for weeks, ever since her former roommate, Simone, sold out her location to them. They’d been messaging her constantly—creating new social media accounts each time she blocked them—and had turned up at the café where she worked and made a scene more than once. Not to mention the days they’d staked out her apartment building and jeered, or tailed her in their car when she was forced to leave for work. They’d driven her to the point where she could hardly sleep, was too distracted to do her job—hence getting fired—and felt like she was going crazy. Then, without Simone around to help pay the rent anymore, she hadn’t been able to keep her apartment. And frankly, no landlord wanted to take a chance on a broke, unemployed woman with a patchy work history. Her one consolation was that Samuel was rotting in a prison cell. As far as she was concerned, he could stay there.

      Charity indicated and pulled onto one of the roads leading to the town square, which was the thriving hub of Haven Bay, especially during tourist season. She glanced over at the neatly printed papers on the passenger seat. Her resumé. Nerves clustered in her stomach and her fingers tightened on the steering wheel. The sooner she found a job, the sooner she could earn enough money to get the hell out of here again. But she wasn’t fooling herself. Convincing anyone to hire her would be a mission.

      She parked on a side road, grabbed her resumé, and got out of the car, locking it behind her. Most people would consider it safe enough around here that everything could be left unlocked, but when you were on the residents’ shit-list, it didn’t pay to take chances. She ducked her head and walked toward the square, not making eye contact with anyone and hoping they wouldn’t recognize her. She’d changed a lot since she stopped being Mrs. Charity Hagley. Not enough to conceal her identity from people who knew her, but enough that the general public often didn’t realize who she was.

      The square had a cobbled center and Old English-style lampposts, which she’d once found charming. She went directly to Cafe Oasis—the only cafe in town—and let herself in. A bell chimed as she entered, and she joined the line waiting to order. She kept her face lowered until she reached the cashier, then she sucked in a breath as she raised it and looked into the familiar eyes of Lana McQueen. Damn it. Lana had owned the cafe during Charity’s youth, but she’d hoped the older lady might have sold it and moved on. Apparently not.

      “Well, look what the cat dragged in,” Lana drawled, a chill in her green eyes. “Charity Hagley, fancy seeing you here.”

      Charity managed not to squirm. “Actually, it’s Charity St. John. I’m divorced.”

      Lana huffed. “That doesn’t surprise me. I guess you couldn’t get anything more out of him after he was convicted. But shouldn’t you have found another con artist to attach yourself to by now?”

      Charity tried not to show how much Lana’s words affected her, and she didn’t protest. She deserved every ounce of censure she got. After all, she’d married a man who’d defrauded dozens of people by persuading them to invest in a non-existent real-estate scheme. “I’m moving back to the bay,” she said, getting to the point. “I’ve worked for the past three years as a barista in Auckland. Is there any chance you’re hiring?”

      Lana snorted and put a hand on her hip. “Let me get this straight. You’re asking me for a job? After your husband tricked me into investing my retirement savings and then stole them out from under me? You’ve got some nerve, girl.”

      Closing her eyes, Charity reminded herself not to snap back. There was no point in arguing that she’d been oblivious to Samuel’s shady dealings. Even though she hadn’t faced charges—and had actually testified for the prosecution—she’d been tried and convicted in the court of public opinion.

      “Yes,” she said, opening her eyes and swallowing her bitterness. “I am.”

      At this point, a good number of people were watching them, and the cafe was strangely silent.

      “It isn’t happening,” Lana told her. “Get out of here. I wouldn’t so much as sell you a scone.”

      Tail between her legs, Charity nodded and left before she could spit a retort that would only make the situation worse. She’d always been a little fiery, but she’d tried to rein it because nothing good ever came of it.

      Once she got back to her car, she started the engine and drove to Sailor’s Retreat, the local restaurant. Unfortunately, they had no more interest in her than Lana did. Deflated, but not surprised, she wandered across the beachside pavilion that separated Sailor’s Retreat from The Shack, the ice cream and cupcake parlor owned by her sister Faith. A gust of wind stirred the black skirt she’d picked up from the Salvation Army shop because she’d hoped it would make her look more professional. She smoothed it back into place before pushing open the door to The Shack.

      “Charity!” Faith exclaimed from behind the counter, her vivid red lips spreading in a grin. “You’re here! I wondered if you’d come by.” She rushed onto the shop floor and swept Charity into one of the best hugs ever. With her curves, bubbliness, and the scent of cream and sugar that clung to her like a second skin, Faith’s embraces could make the worst days seem better. Charity sank into her, squeezing her eyes shut and wishing everyone was as forgiving as Faith.

      “God, I missed you,” she said. “You’re the one good thing about being back here.”

      “Come on, there must be more than just me,” Faith said, releasing her. “What about the lack of traffic? The warmth? The beach?”

      “The lack of traffic is nice,” Charity allowed, and glanced around the store. She’d only been here once before and thought her memory must have exaggerated how cute and funky the parlor was, but it hadn’t. The color scheme was pink and green, very retro, and Faith wore a fifties-style polka dot dress to match. Behind her, Charity noticed another woman. Slender, with dark blonde hair and eyes that were brownish-gold. She assumed this was Faith’s business partner, Megan, who she’d heard a lot about but not met yet.

      “Hi,” she said, approaching her. “I’m Charity, Faith’s sister.”

      “Nice to meet you.” The woman came around to join them and offered her a smile. “I’m Megan. Faith has told me so much about you. She’s really excited to have you here.”

      “She’s the only one. If looks could kill, I’d never have made it this far.”

      Faith grimaced. “That good, huh? Sorry, Char. Where have you been?”

      “First to Cafe Oasis, then Sailor’s Retreat. I was hoping to find work, but they’re not interested.” She shrugged, trying to pretend it didn’t bother her, but based on Faith’s sympathetic expression, she wasn’t fooling anyone.

      “You might need to target people who weren’t around three years ago,” Faith suggested.

      “Actually,” Megan said, and they both turned to her. “There’s a job posting board near The Refuge. You should have a look and see if there’s any you might be able to apply for.”

      Charity nodded. At this point, she was willing to try anything that would allow her to build a nest egg and escape. “I’ll head over there now and have a look. Thanks, Megan.”

      “No problem.”

      “Once you’re done there, feel free to go straight to my place and get settled in,” Faith said, reaching into her pocket and extracting a key, which she handed over. “We’ve cleared space for you in the spare bedroom. It’ll probably be easier to unpack before the boys get home from school.”

      “Great, thank you.” Charity slid the key into her purse and zipped it shut. “I really appreciate everything you’re doing for me. Did you tell Shane I’m happy to chip in once I start earning some money?”

      Faith rolled her eyes. “Yes, and he said the same thing I did. You’re family, and we’re happy to have you until you get back on your feet. No payment necessary.”

      Charity made a mental note to find out their bank account number so she could transfer something into it on the sly. Faith and her new family were being more than generous, but with two young boys around, they couldn’t afford to put her up indefinitely without some kind of repayment.

      “If you say so, sis. I’ll let you know how things go. Fingers crossed.”

      “We’ll cross ours for you too,” Faith said. “See you later, gorgeous.”

      “Good luck,” Megan said, as Charity exited the shop.

      She returned to her car and drove to The Refuge, which was the local retirement village. Halfway down the block, she noticed what looked like a newsstand on the side of the road and pulled up beside it. She headed over and scanned the scraps of paper pinned to the board. Many were old, but one looked to have been added recently. It was a job advertisement for an assistant librarian role. Charity quirked her brow and considered that. She liked books. She had no experience, but if it was only an assistant role, perhaps that wouldn’t matter. It was worth a shot, anyway.

      She took a photo of the advertisement on her phone, then tucked it away in her pocket. It was a short drive to the library, and she managed to find a parking spot right outside. Resumé in hand, she headed through the main entrance, aware that she could be walking into another potential confrontation. She’d barely made it five steps before she smacked into a solid wall of man. Her papers scattered on the floor, and she dropped to her knees to gather them up, fingers trembling because she had no doubt everyone was staring at her. As she straightened, her forehead knocked against the man’s as he bent to help her. He grunted in shock.

      “Oh, my God, I’m so sorry,” she exclaimed, backing away so quickly she tripped over her own feet. The only reason her ass didn’t hit the ground was because the stranger grabbed her by the arm before she fell.

      “Are you okay?” he asked in a deep, velvety voice.

      “I’m fine,” she assured him, afraid to look up in case she’d given him a black eye in addition to making a fool of herself. But what she could see of him was very nice. A broad chest and tapered waist. He smelled good, too. Like lemongrass. “I’m not normally so clumsy. I hope I didn’t hurt you.”

      He chuckled. “No, you just took me by surprise.”

      Finally, Charity dared to lift her eyes to his. Her heart stuttered.

      Just freaking typical.

      She’d bowled into the hottest guy she’d ever seen. With dimples, golden hair, and eyes the vibrant blue of the water in the bay, framed by sexy glasses, he knocked the breath right out of her lungs. He grinned, revealing straight white teeth set in a brilliant smile. Charity melted. Her brain lost its capacity for rational thought. All she wanted to know was whether his body was as gloriously muscled beneath his button-down shirt as it appeared to be.

      Because of course, of fucking course, she’d steamrollered into the most attractive specimen of a man in Haven Bay.
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      Kyle Pride’s heart hammered wildly as he was struck by recognition, and he discreetly wiped his sweaty palms on his pants. He couldn’t believe he was standing in front of Charity St. John. He hadn’t seen her for years, and she’d changed drastically in that time. Her hair was strawberry blonde where it had been platinum back in school, her face was devoid of makeup, and her outfit… well, teenage Charity wouldn’t have been caught dead in it. Nondescript black skirt, shapeless blouse, and no jewelry in sight. But that wasn’t the only change. She also carried herself differently. When they were young, she’d always held her head high and her shoulders back, confident of her place in the world. But before she walked into him, her gaze had been down, shoulders hunched, and she gave the definite impression of being skittish. Her hazel eyes—which he was convinced were one-of-a-kind, ringed by green and growing darker near the pupils—were shadowed. Despite that, she was as beautiful as ever, and now that he’d recognized her, his voice was trapped in his throat.

      Damn it, why couldn’t he have gotten over her by now? Once upon a time, she’d crushed his heart beneath her heel with less care than he’d take squashing a mosquito, but his body still responded to her as though she was its warp engine, and all systems were go.

      “Charity,” he choked out, when the silence between them extended for long enough to become awkward. “It’s been ages.”

      Her brows furrowed, and she cocked her head. “I’m sorry, have we met?”

      Even her voice had changed. It was deeper, and more cautious.

      “You don’t recognize me?” Sometimes he forgot how much he’d transformed since high school because he felt like the same guy on the inside. He had the same hang-ups. The same insecurities.

      “Should I?” Her tone had adopted a degree of wariness, and rightfully so. There were plenty of people in these parts who’d like to see her taken down a notch.

      “It’s Kyle Pride,” he told her. “From school.”

      Fortunately, this was enough to prompt a flare of recognition in her eyes. He didn’t want to have to spell out the fact that he was the boy she’d brutally rejected in front of thirty of their peers. Her gaze flicked up and down his body, and her cheeks flushed. Was that shame in her eyes? If so, he wanted to know whether it was because of how she’d treated him, or because of how she’d fallen from grace. He preferred to think the former, but who would know? Some people were selfish and rotten. She nibbled on her lip, looking like she’d rather be anywhere else, and vindication flashed hot and ugly in the pit of his stomach. He tamped it down, reminding himself it was petty to be pleased that everything went to shit for the girl who’d made him a laughingstock. Even if she kind of deserved it.

      “It has been a long time,” she mumbled, so low he could scarcely make out the words. “Sorry for running into you. It was nice to see you, but I have to, uh, go.”

      With that, she brushed past him. He turned, watching her head for the counter. Apparently she didn’t know he was the librarian. Now that she had her back to him, he noticed the papers clutched in her hand, with “Resumé” printed across the top in bold letters. A grin crept over his face. She was here for a job. As his subordinate. Oh how the tides had turned. He rounded the solid oak counter. Haven Bay wasn’t one of those towns with a modern, new-build library. Theirs had character, and he liked it that way.

      Resting his forearms on the counter, he grinned at her. “How can I help you?”

      All the color drained from her face. “You’re the librarian?”

      “Guilty.” He loved his job. Some days more than others. Like now, for instance. She appeared to be wavering, and glanced at the exit. He figured she was deciding whether to make a run for it or not. This probably wasn’t a situation she’d ever wanted to find herself in. Taking pity on her, he nodded toward the papers in her hand. “Are you here about the assistant librarian position?”

      “Uh…” Her knuckles turned white, and the paper crinkled slightly where her grip tightened. “Yeah.”

      He held out a palm. “Is that your resumé?”

      Teeth sinking into her lower lip, she passed it over, although he had to tug so she’d release it. He scanned the first few lines, noticing immediately that she was going by her maiden name. She must have changed it back after the divorce. She’d been married to a scam artist nearly twenty years her senior. Everyone had figured she’d married him for his money—of which he’d had plenty, until his tower of lies came crashing down. Had Charity managed to blow through the fortune she’d no doubt won during their separation?

      “I’ll pass this on to my manager,” he told her. His boss, Hamish, worked in a nearby city and oversaw all of the smaller libraries. Much as Kyle would love to reject Charity, he wasn’t that kind of person, so he’d hand it along and hope she had absolutely no relevant experience and that Hamish would see how unsuitable she was. “We’ll be in touch.”

      When he said “we” he meant preferably someone other than him.

      She traced a particularly deep scar in the surface of the wooden counter with her finger. “This was a mistake.”

      Then she spun away and hightailed it out of the library. He stared after her, wondering if he was still supposed to give Hamish the resumé, or if she’d rather he didn’t. And also, what the hell was with him? Getting tangled up on the inside just from talking to a pretty girl with a black soul? Disgusted with himself, he carried her papers back to his desk and started to read, curious as to what Charity St. John had been doing with herself since her world fell apart.
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      The universe was officially playing jokes on her. Charity could think of no other explanation for this karmic cherry on top of a crappy day. Kyle Pride—he of the bad haircuts and geeky t-shirts—had blossomed into the hunkiest librarian she’d ever met. And in the past few years, she’d met plenty of librarians. As someone who liked to be around people but had been ostracized on account of her poor taste in men, libraries had become a haven where she could be near others without interacting with them. But never in all of her library adventures had she met someone like Kyle. The guy was seriously swoon-worthy. He’d lit her body up like nobody had in a long, long time. But of course, she’d been epically bitchy to him in another life—which couldn’t be justified, no matter how miserable she’d been feeling at the time—so all of that manly goodness was well and truly out of her reach.

      Trying not to think of Kyle’s lady-killer smile, she hustled to her car and got inside, then ducked her head when she spotted Betty and Mavis, a pair of local retirees, across the road and approaching fast. Betty’s late husband had been one of the people Samuel swindled, and Charity had no intention of being berated by someone else today. She quickly pulled away from the curb and headed for the old villa near the beach where Faith lived with Shane, who was a teacher at the bay’s primary school and came complete with a pair of sons and an ex-wife. Faith seemed to like having a ready-made family.

      Personally, Charity wasn’t sure what to make of the boys. Dylan was easy enough to read. He wanted what any pre-teen boy did: to be left alone to do his thing. But Hunter, who’d recently had his fifth birthday and started school, was another story. The kid was painfully shy, except around his family, but during her stay for Christmas, he’d latched onto her like she was his long-lost best friend. Not having spent much time around children, she had no freaking clue what to do with him, and even when she’d excused herself to the spare room, she couldn’t shake him.

      Tourists milled around the square and in the streets leading to the waterfront. She wondered why they all looked so damned happy. Was this the universe’s way of rubbing her past mistakes in her face?

      With a sigh of relief, she pulled onto a quieter street. Finally she was free of the throng. The journey to Faith’s home was relatively short, and she parked on the roadside and wheeled her suitcases to the front door. Two suitcases that fit everything she owned, with the exception of the few items stacked in the back seat. Using the key Faith had given her, she let herself in and paused, listening to make sure no one was around. She’d prefer not to be mistaken for a burglar on top of everything else that had gone wrong recently. All was silent. She dragged her suitcases to the guest bedroom, which Faith must have taken the time to tidy earlier because it was free of the kids’ toys and discarded clothes.

      She sat on the edge of the bed, opened one of her suitcases, and extracted her laptop. It was the same one she’d had since before she married Samuel because most of their shared assets had been seized by the police. These days, it was a miracle the ancient laptop worked. The death rattle it made every time she used it meant she knew it wouldn’t be functioning for much longer. While it booted up, she went to the kitchen for a glass of water, then she settled down and did a Google search for businesses in the Haven Bay area. Grabbing her cell phone, she dialed the first number and asked whether they needed any new employees. She didn’t want to hang her hopes on the assistant librarian role. Not when Kyle would be her boss. It was unlikely he’d even pass her resumé along. She might not, if she were in his shoes.

      Two hours later, when a car pulled into the drive, she’d called every business she could find within a twenty kilometer radius and had been rejected by all of them. It seemed no one wanted to hire a con artist’s ex-wife. Frankly, she couldn’t blame them. Disheartened, she closed the laptop and wandered out to meet Shane and the boys. She opened the front door as they reached the porch and held it while they entered. Her brother-in-law smiled crookedly. He was handsome in an absentminded professor way, with brown hair in need of a cut, spectacles that sat askew on the end of his nose, and a rumpled button-down shirt with a vest over it.

      “Hi,” she said, and then nodded to Dylan, who brushed past her as he headed for his bedroom.

      “Charity!” Hunter exclaimed, clamping onto her side with a fierce hug.

      She patted his head awkwardly. “Hey there, tiger.”

      “Are you staying?” he asked, angling his face up to meet her eyes.

      “For a while,” she replied. “Your dad and Faith are letting me use the spare bedroom, so we’ll be house-buddies. Is that okay?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded enthusiastically. “Will you read me a story later?”

      Something twinged in the vicinity of her heart. He really was adorable. “Sure thing, kiddo.” When he hurried off, she turned back to Shane. “Thanks again for letting me stay here. I’ll try to keep out of your way and clear out as soon as I’m able to.”

      He gestured for her to precede him down the hall. “It’s no problem at all. It’ll be nice to have another adult around. Don’t feel any pressure to move out in a hurry. Faith has been looking forward to having you.”

      What made Faith happy apparently pleased Shane too. Because theirs was a healthy relationship, where they wanted the best for each other, unlike what she’d had with Samuel. She sighed. At least she could recognize a good relationship these days. Perhaps eventually she’d be able to have one. A girl could dream, right? She followed Shane to the kitchen, where he set his bag on the counter and looked at a dinner plan written on a whiteboard on the fridge door.

      “Faith mentioned you were asking around about jobs,” he said, opening the fridge, presumably to collect whatever was needed for dinner. “Did you have any luck?”

      “Nope.” Leaning against the counter, she crossed her legs at the ankles. “No one wants to take a chance on me. Big surprise there.”

      He looked over his shoulder, expression sympathetic. “Don’t take it to heart. You’ll find something. This is only day one.”

      “Yeah, I know.” But the sinking feeling in her chest told her it wouldn’t get any easier. “I hope you’re right.”
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      A few hours later, Kyle had managed to put Charity St. John to the back of his mind as he and his good friend, Brooke Griffiths, settled onto his couch to watch the latest episode of Star Trek: Picard. Brooke offered him a bowl of plain popcorn she’d just finished popping, and he grabbed a handful. Tuning in to Star Trek was a weekly ritual for them because Brooke’s fiancé, Jack, didn’t have the slightest interest in sci-fi.

      Kyle snuck a peek at Brooke, tamping down a twinge of guilt. Even though they didn’t usually keep any secrets from each other, he hadn’t mentioned Charity’s visit to the library. He’d told Brooke about the other woman in the past, but today’s encounter had set him on edge, and he’d rather not dwell on it. They stayed silent while the episode played, both eating the popcorn, absorbed in the show. When it finished, they turned to face each other, sitting cross-legged at opposite ends of the couch.

      “We booked a venue today,” Brooke said. She and Jack had decided on a spring wedding, which meant they had a little over six months to organize everything.

      “That’s awesome! Where?”

      “The vineyard at Te Awa Tui. It backs onto the national park.” She beamed. “It has everything we were looking for. An outdoors aspect, cover in case it rains, and a gorgeous backdrop for photos. I’m so excited.”

      “As you should be.” Shifting position, he reached over to hug her. “I’m happy for you. That’s one thing down.”

      “Only thirty-five to go,” she said, grinning. Kyle was a master list-maker, and he and Kat, another of their friends—who’d actually been married—had helped Brooke compile a list of wedding-related tasks to make sure she didn’t miss anything. “Speaking of.” She took a deep breath and threaded her fingers through his. “How would you feel about being my brides-man?”

      “Oh, hell yes.” He squeezed her hand and grinned so broadly that his cheeks ached. “If by that you mean your bridesmaid who’s a man?”

      She nodded, and excitement thrummed through his veins. He’d just assumed she’d choose the bridal party from among her girlfriends, but apart from his brother, she was his best friend, and there was nothing he’d like more than to be involved in her big day. Especially if it meant he got to make faces at Jack when she wasn’t looking. He loved to rile Brooke’s fiancé, and the guy took the bait far too easily.

      “This is incredible. Wait, I don’t have to wear a dress, do I? I mean, for you I would, but I’d prefer a tux.”

      She shoved him playfully. “No dress necessary, but you’ll color coordinate your tie or shirt with Kat, who’s going to be my matron of honor.”

      “Matron.” He laughed. “I hope you didn’t use that phrase when you talked to her about it.”

      “Of course not. Technically, ‘maid’ means unmarried, and she is, but I feel like ‘matron’ is more appropriate for her situation.” Brooke tucked a lock of blonde hair behind her ear. “So, you’re in?”

      “Absolutely. One hundred percent. I can’t wait. Do I get to go dress shopping with you?” He and Brooke had been attending sci-fi and fantasy conventions together since they’d first met several years ago, so he had a lot of experience helping her choose or create impressive costumes.

      “You’d better.” She sighed, the tension easing from her shoulders. “I can’t believe how nervous I was about asking you.”

      “Neither can I.” It wasn’t as though he’d say anything other than yes. He loved how happy Brooke was in her new life with Jack and wanted to celebrate with her however he could. In fact, her relationship—along with the timely reminder of how he’d struggled with his romantic life after Charity rejected him—had inspired him to take action. He wanted what Brooke had with Jack. And he wanted to prove that he wasn’t the undatable kid Charity had proclaimed him to be. “By the way, I’ve decided to start looking for Miss Right.”

      Brooke’s jaw dropped. She blinked a couple of times, and then closed her mouth. He waited, knowing this was a shock. He’d always been shy about dating and hadn’t been out more than once or twice with anyone since his last breakup, over two years ago. “Oh my God, really? That’s so great. What’s the plan?”

      He retrieved a notepad and pen from the coffee table. “I’m going to write a list, and I’d like your help.”

      Her brow furrowed. “A list?” She looked doubtful. “I know you like lists, Kyle, but they don’t work for everything. Just take me and Jack, for example. Who would have guessed what would happen with us? But some quirk of fate brought us together.”

      “I know.” He waved aside her concern, unsurprised she’d brought it up. “But you and Jack are outliers. Lists have always worked for me before, so why not now?”

      “Okay.” She scratched her chin, looking interested but a little confused. “What’s going on this list? Ways to meet people? Ideas for dates?”

      “The qualities I find attractive in a partner,” he told her, and scrawled on the top of the notepad: Kyle’s Love List. Just seeing the words filled him with hope and excitement for the future. He was ready to start a new chapter in his life and doing this felt like progress. The first step. As if just by committing his thoughts to paper, he was inviting the universe’s good vibes to bring his soul mate closer. He honestly believed the perfect woman for him was out there. He just had to find her.

      “Are we talking physical attributes, or otherwise?” Brooke asked, shuffling closer to read over his shoulder.

      “Otherwise.” He tapped the pen against his leg, thinking. “Attractiveness is nice, but other things are more important.” Case in point: Charity St. John, who had the looks of an angel but the personality of a snake. “Number one… Loyalty.” He noted it down. “What else?”

      Brooke hummed thoughtfully. “Do you want someone who shares your hobbies?”

      “That would be ideal.” Not that there were many girls in the bay area who did. “But they don’t have to.”

      “This is your wish list. Why not include everything you’d like? We’re talking about trying to find your dream girl.”

      “Yeah, okay.” He grinned. “When you put it like that.” He added Shares my interest in sci-fi and gaming to the list. “She should also be intelligent. I don’t want someone who has no ideas of her own.”

      “Good call.” Brooke rested her head on the back of the sofa, her lips pursed, eyes angled toward the ceiling, then she snapped her fingers and sat upright. “Kindhearted. You need a sweet girl, not one of those ones who come by the library sometimes to ogle and harass you. They’d eat you right up and spit you out.”

      He nodded. “On that note, trustworthiness is important. Or is that the same as loyalty?”

      Brooke ummed and aahed. “No, I don’t think so. Similar, but different.” He added it to the list. “Would you want a woman who likes to read?”

      Kyle considered this. He did spend a reasonable amount of time with his nose in a book, but that didn’t necessarily make it a prerequisite for a partner. As long as she didn’t mind him reading, he’d be happy.

      “Has her own hobbies,” he added. “Oh, and takes care of herself.”

      He had enough problems convincing himself to make healthy choices some days without having a girlfriend to motivate as well. He wanted someone who’d encourage him rather than drag him down.

      “What about life ambitions?” Brooke asked. “Do you want a go-getter?”

      He laughed. “Considering I have no ambition beyond being a librarian or maybe owning my own bookshop, I hardly think that would be fair of me. But…” He cocked his head and stared into the distance, thinking. “Perhaps someone who’s at a similar life stage to me. Who has their shit together. I mean, I’ve almost saved enough to buy a house, and in a few years, I want kids. I have no desire to go out clubbing or anything like that.” Jotting two more items on the list, he counted the bullet points. There were nine. He raised a brow. “Should we make it an even ten?”

      “Oh, I’ve got it!” Brooke snatched the paper from him and wrote something at the bottom, then passed it back.

      Reading it, he grimaced. “Come on, I shouldn’t discount a girl just because of her baggage, should I?”

      “No, but I don’t want you spending all of your time trying to fix someone either,” she said. “I know how you operate, Kyle. You don’t quit. You’re determined to make things better for people.”

      He shrugged, feeling a flush creep up his cheeks. He couldn’t exactly deny it, but that didn’t mean he completely agreed, either. He read the list from start to end.

      Kyle’s Love List:

      1. Loyal.

      2. Shares my interest in sci-fi and gaming.

      3. Intelligent.

      4. Kindhearted.

      5. Trustworthy.

      6. Has her own hobbies.

      7. Takes care of herself.

      8. Responsible.

      9. Ready to settle down.

      10. Doesn’t have an insane amount of baggage.

      He held up a hand and Brooke high-fived it. Tomorrow, the search for his perfect match would begin, and he could hardly wait.
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      Two days after meeting with Brooke to write the Love List, Kyle was at work when his cell phone buzzed in his pocket. When he extracted it, his boss’s name flashed across the screen.

      “Hamish,” he said as he accepted the call, strolling behind the counter to sit at his desk. “How are you?”

      “As well as I can be considering I just found out we’re expecting another baby.” Despite his words, there was a smile in his voice.

      Kyle grinned too. “What’s that make? Four?”

      “Sure does. Listen, I need you to call the applicant for the assistant librarian position.” He heard papers rustling on the other end of the call. “Charity St. John. Ask her to come in on a trial basis, starting next week.”

      A sick knot twisted in Kyle’s gut. Hamish was giving her the job? She was a barista, for crying out loud. She had zero relevant experience, not to mention she might not last long if she was only looking for something to do to pass the time. Surely she had enough money left from her divorce that she didn’t actually need to work.

      “But she hasn’t interviewed,” he protested, smoothing his hand over a book cover to calm himself. He didn’t want Charity in his space. Especially not when she looked so different from last time he’d seen her—which had been on TV, during her husband’s trial. She’d seemed every inch the trophy wife. Young, blonde, elegant, and tearful. He didn’t know how to reconcile that woman with the awkward, downtrodden one he’d encountered the other day. He tried to reason with Hamish. “She didn’t even say why she wanted to work at a library.”

      Hamish sighed. “Can she read well enough to shelve books in the correct place?”

      “I suppose so,” he allowed.

      “And do we have any other applicants?”

      “No.” He could see where this was going. There would be no changing Hamish’s mind at this point.

      “Do you need the help?”

      “Yeah, I do,” he admitted.

      Hamish made a sound of satisfaction. “Then call her, and figure it out. Now isn’t the time to be choosy.”

      “Okay, I’ll do it.” Not like he had much choice.

      “Great. I’ll email you a temporary contract for her to sign when she comes in next Monday.”

      “I’ll keep an eye out for it.”

      “See you.”

      “Bye.” Kyle hung up, then leaned back in his chair and groaned. Of all the libraries in all the world, why had Charity St. John walked into his? The universe had an ugly sense of humor. He hadn’t seen her in person since the Hagley Scandal—as people liked to call it—and he preferred it that way. He didn’t care where she’d been in the intervening time, or what she’d been doing. He certainly shouldn’t be curious about what had happened to turn her into the woman she was now. Searching the papers on his desk, he found her resumé and traced a finger down it until he reached the contact details. May as well get this over with. He dialed the number.

      “Hello?” The voice that answered was wary. “Who is this?”

      “Hi, Charity,” he said, determined to be polite. “It’s Kyle Pride, from the library. I’m calling about the assistant librarian position.”

      “Oh.” Was it just him, or had her tone become even more tense? “What’s the verdict?”

      It felt strange to hear her on the other end of the line. When was the last time he’d spoken to her directly, other than after she literally ran into him? He wracked his brain. Probably when she’d humiliated him in front of everyone at school. He’d been too embarrassed to even catch her eye after that.

      Not for the first time, he sucked up his pride. “We’d like to offer you the position on a trial basis. If that goes well, we can extend it past the trial three months. Are you free to start next week?”

      Please say no. Please change your mind.

      “Are you serious?” The question came out on a rush of breath. “Because if you’re joking, this is a mean prank.”

      Damn it. If he was hoping for her to turn him down, that didn’t sound promising. Also, what kind of person did she think he was to joke about something like this? If anything, he was the one who should be cautious of her, not the other way around.

      “I’m completely serious.”

      “Okay then,” she said. “I just have one question. Do you actually think you can work with me after what happened back at school?”
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      Charity held her breath. The question was a fair one. Considering their past, Kyle probably had every intention of making her life miserable once she started at the library, but as long as he was willing to work with her, she’d suffer in silence because this seemed to be the only job on offer. Even if it was on a trial basis. She’d burned her bridges when it came to Haven Bay, and the sooner she earned money, the sooner she could get out of here. Besides, she didn’t want to be a burden to Faith and Shane.

      Not one to beat around the bush, she’d had to ask, but she’d clearly caught him off guard. She supposed people didn’t usually question job offers. But then, most people hadn’t rejected their potential boss in front of the entire senior class by demanding to know why on earth he’d ever think someone like her would want to be with someone like him.

      She’d felt awful about it at the time. She’d actually liked him well enough, but she’d been having the week from hell. Her boyfriend, the captain of the rugby team, had dumped her for another girl who’d apparently been more willing to get freaky between the sheets, and Charity had been feeling insecure and vulnerable. When Kyle, an undeniable geek, had publicly asked her out, she’d feared it signaled the beginning of her fall from the top of the social totem pole. She’d been desperate to save face and she’d lashed out.

      It had been shitty. No excuses.

      “Look where being a bitch got you,” she muttered to herself.

      “Excuse me?” Kyle asked.

      “Nothing,” she said quickly. “So? Could you work with me? Because if not, I don’t want to waste your time.”

      “Honestly?” He sighed. “You wouldn’t be my first choice, but I don’t make the calls around here. The truth is, no one else applied and I need the help. So yeah, I see no reason why we can’t get along well enough if we both just do our jobs.”

      “You’re sure of that?” She didn’t want to turn up on Monday only to have him change his mind. Then again, it wasn’t as though she had anywhere else to be. She’d spent yesterday job hunting around the nearby townships and come away without any promising leads.

      “I am. I’ll see you on Monday?”

      “Yeah,” she confirmed. “Do I need to bring anything?”

      “Only yourself.”

      “See you then.”

      “Goodbye, Charity.”

      She shivered as she ended the call. God, she loved the way he said her name. It was official: she was crazy. As if Kyle Pride, with all of his newfound muscles and hotness, would ever look twice at her when she’d made it clear what she thought of him years ago.

      Ugh, she had to get out. She scanned the floor for a sweater, snatched it up and shrugged it on. She tucked The Catcher in the Rye under her arm—she was re-reading the classics—and grabbed a beach towel, then headed outside, locking the door behind her. A few minutes later, she was strolling along the sand. Even though it was March, and starting to cool off, the sun shone overhead and the breeze that stirred her hair was warm. People played in the water, lounged on the beach, and cruised the waves on surfboards.

      Rather than join them, she walked until she’d passed the last person, then continued for another ten minutes onto an isolated stretch of beach. Out here, all she could hear was the lapping of the water on the sand. It calmed her. However much she didn’t like being back in the bay, the beach had always been one of her favorite places. Whenever she’d struck a rough patch over the past few years, she’d plugged her headphones in, closed her eyes, and played audio recordings of the ocean.

      Deciding she’d come far enough, she unrolled her towel and spread it on a soft patch of sand, then stretched out along it and started reading. She’d read less than a chapter when a man yelled from somewhere behind her, startling her enough that she dropped the book and lost her page.

      “Hey, you!” he yelled again in an American-accented voice.

      Looking around, she saw no one.

      “Yeah, you. With the book. This is a private beach. Get lost!”

      She used her hand to shield her eyes against the sun and looked up at the nearest house. If she squinted and tilted her head, she thought maybe she could see the outline of a man in one of the windows. A man with binoculars. Creep. She raised her middle finger, then shuffled through her book to find the right place.

      “I’m serious!” he called again. “Get off my beach.”

      She set her book down and turned to face him. Cupping her hands around her mouth, she hollered back, “There are no private beaches in Haven Bay!”

      Then, making a concerted effort to tune him out, she dived back into her story. If he had a problem with her, he could come down and say it to her face. It wasn’t as if she was doing anything wrong. She wasn’t making noise, wouldn’t litter, and if he put his binoculars aside, he wouldn’t even know she was there. A shiver ran up her spine as it occurred to her that perhaps she should be worried in case he had a temper, but she had her phone if she needed to call for help, and she could always run if he turned threatening.

      The guy never came.
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