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        Chef Meg Delaney hasn’t spoken to her cheating ex in two years.

        Hard to blame her—she left him at the altar with a very public “I can’t.”

        Now she’s finally ready to make peace with the past.

        Too bad closure just got wiped off the menu.

        Matt Midland is gone for good.

        But his brother Kyle? Very much back.

        And stirring up feelings Meg knows are forbidden.

        Kyle shouldn’t crave his brother’s runaway bride.

        Meg was always Matt’s girl. Off-limits. Untouchable.

        Even if Kyle knew Matt never deserved her.

        Now Meg’s cookbook—one filled with seductive, aphrodisiac recipes⁠—

        has his family feuding and filing a suit against the girl of Kyle’s dreams.

        He knows he can’t fall for Meg.

        The timing is terrible. The baggage is real.

        And his loyalty is being tested like never before.

        But fighting their feelings is like trying to un-bake a cake.

        And what simmers between them is bound to boil over in a full-blown disaster.
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            ALSO IN THE CAN’T HAVE HEARTS CLUB SERIES

          

        

      

    

    
      Some hearts have warning labels. Best friend’s ex. Brother’s girl. Forbidden flings and second chances. Welcome to The Can’t Have Hearts Club, five standalone, intertwined stories set in the scenic Pacific Northwest where the last person on Earth you should love might just be your soulmate. These five couples absolutely, positively, without a doubt shouldn’t fall for each other…but what happens when they do?
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            A NOTE TO MY LOVELY READERS

          

        

      

    

    
      In the years that followed my mid-thirties divorce, a morbid thought circled my brain: If my ex-husband died, would anyone tell me?

      When you don’t have kids or shared property, there’s really no reason they would. As far as I know, my ex-husband is healthy and fine, living far, far away from where we once shared a home and a life. But the thought always niggled my author curiosity.

      Then, the unthinkable happened: My new husband’s sister lost her ex-husband, and I watched as she processed the complex emotions around that. Once the raw grief wore off, we sat down with a big box of tissues and I coaxed her to pour out her story and heart.

      The book you’re about to read isn’t her story. Most of the details are different, but they’re spun from that original concept. I spent countless hours talking with therapists and grief experts, poking this oddball rom-com idea from all angles. In the end, it became the book you now hold. Now That It’s You went on to be a 2017 RITA Award finalist—an award that’s since been retired, but at the time it was kinda the romance novel equivalent of an Oscar.

      It’s been nearly a decade since the writing of Now That It’s You, and life marches on as it tends to. My sister-in-law has found happiness in a new relationship, while my post-divorce remarriage is now more than a decade old.

      But Now That It’s You still pings my brain with all those old questions. If you’re not a widow when your ex-spouse dies, what are you exactly? How should you feel when someone you loved and then . . . well, didn’t love . . . suddenly takes closure permanently off the table?

      Get ready to explore all these questions in this odd little romance about death, grief, and infidelity. Guess I picked some pretty unsexy subjects for a rom-com, but I do hope you enjoy Meg and Kyle’s journey to their well-deserved happy ending.

      Hugs and kisses and awkward butt pats,

      Tawna
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        The summer of 2024 with my sister-in-law and our second-chance romance sweethearts.
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      Meg Delaney kept one hand clenched on the steering wheel as she slammed her fist into the smiley-face balloon hovering over her right shoulder.

      “Get!” she growled. The balloon bopped between the headrests, leering at her in metallic yellow and black.

      “Come on, relax.” Meg’s best friend, Kendall, caught a fistful of ribbons trailing from the balloon bouquet and dragged the whole mess out of Meg’s line of sight. “You’re going to crash and kill us both and then how will you explain that to the cops?”

      “Not very well if I’m dead,” Meg pointed out, keeping a wary eye on the red and blue balloon that slipped from Kendall’s grasp. It bounced bright and cheerful against the backseat roof of her Subaru, broadcasting its get well soon message in a loopy script. The weird cursive font made the last word look more like soup and Meg wondered if she should have opted for an edible gift instead of balloons. Maybe a bouquet of cake pops or a tin of yogurt-covered pretzels.

      What did etiquette dictate when visiting your ex-fiancé in the hospital after two years of not speaking?

      Meg put both hands on the steering wheel at ten and two, trying to ignore the damn balloon lurching in her rearview mirror. There was nothing she needed to see behind her anyway.

      “Just keep your eyes on the road,” Kendall warned. “Any karma points you’re earning by visiting Sir Cheats-a-Lot in the hospital would be wiped out if you caused a car wreck.”

      “It’s not about the karma points, it’s about closure.” Still, Meg loosened her grip on the steering wheel and reminded herself to breathe. The tension in her shoulders had nothing to do with wayward balloons and everything to do with the fact that she hadn’t seen Matt Midland since she’d stood trembling at the front of the wedding chapel and responded “I can’t,” instead of “I do.”

      But that was two years ago. Water under the bridge, or something like that. Thanks to the passage of time and the words of a really nice therapist, Meg knew it was time to bury the hatchet, let bygones be bygones, close one door so another one could open and⁠—

      “You’re muttering to yourself in shrink-speak again,” Kendall said.

      “Sorry.” A rainbow-striped Mylar balloon caught a current from the car’s heater vent and lurched into Meg’s peripheral vision. She fought the urge to swat it out of the way as she hit her turn signal and merged into the next lane. Her tires made a shh-shh sound as they cut through a puddle of standing water, and Meg stole a glance at the sky. The clouds looked like pregnant gray bunnies, which meant more rain on the way for Portland.

      “What sort of surgery did you say Matt’s having?” Kendall asked.

      “I’m not sure. His ex-golf partner’s girlfriend’s hairdresser told my mom it’s just some routine procedure. It seemed like a sign.”

      “A sign that in a city of two-point-three million people, you still can’t escape weird chains of connection to an ex?”

      Meg sighed. “A sign that this would be the perfect way to extend an olive branch. He always loved it when people fussed over him when he got sick or had his tonsils out or whatever.”

      “Good old Matt,” Kendall muttered. “Always the center of attention.”

      “Be nice. I’m mending fences, remember?”

      “Absolutely. You won’t mind if I wait in the car while you run in there with your fence-repair kit and balloon bouquet? I’d prefer not to shift into professional mode on my day off.”

      “That’s fine.” Meg steered the car toward the off-ramp that led to the medical center. Kendall worked in HR for Belmont Health System, and her job could be all-consuming at times. “Probably best, anyway. I’d like to keep this as simple as possible. Just apologize, wish him well, and move on with my day.”

      And with my life, Meg thought, wondering why she’d spent this long stewing and agonizing and thinking bitter thoughts before she’d taken the initiative to reach out to the man she’d been ready to tie her life to. She’d once imagined them sitting toothless in matching armchairs, holding hands while grandchildren frolicked on the floor of their shared nursing home suite. She’d gone from loving him fiercely to hating him with equal ferocity before settling into the murk between those two emotions.

      The least she could do was take him some damn balloons.

      The get well soon balloon bumped the side of her head, and Meg slapped it out of the way as she pulled into a parking space near the back of the visitor lot. Her heart thudded in her ears, and she wished for the hundredth time she didn’t sweat like a pitcher of ice water when she got nervous. She switched off the car and plucked her blue Where the Wild Things Are T-shirt away from her breasts, trying to get some air flowing.

      “You can do this,” Kendall said. “And if you do it quickly enough, we can still make happy hour at The Corkscrew.”

      “Right.” Meg nodded and glanced at her watch. It was five minutes earlier than she’d aimed for, but that was a good excuse to walk slowly, maybe compose herself a bit.

      She took another shaky breath and pushed open the door. With the balloon ribbons in a tight grip, she stepped out onto the asphalt. Glancing down at her jeans and leopard-print Dansko clogs, she wondered if she should have dressed better to visit her ex in the hospital. Maybe high heels and a dress as a concession to how Matt had always wished she’d dressed during their ten years as a couple.

      Just be yourself, Meg commanded as she nudged the car door shut with her hip and moved toward the hospital. She’d done a contract job here a few years ago when the hospital hired her to overhaul their food services department. She also got hired somewhat regularly to cater their special events, so she knew right where the post-surgical recovery wing was.

      Gripping her balloons, Meg turned down the corridor and put one foot in front of the other as she breathed in the scent of iodine and cleaning fluid. An auburn curl slipped over her eye and she tucked it back behind her ear, wishing she’d had the foresight to braid her hair back off her face or put it up in a smart chignon.

      But at least she was here. That counted for something.

      If she’d timed this right, Matt would be sitting up in bed by now, eating a bowl of lime Jell-O and flipping through television channels. His ink-black hair would be perfectly styled already, and he’d be laughing at something on TV, pointing at the ESPN announcer’s tie or the news anchor’s too-bright blouse and making wisecracks to the nurse or the janitor or anyone else who’d listen.

      Matt always knew how to draw an audience.

      Meg found the room number easily enough and hesitated outside the door. She straightened the balloons, making sure they all faced forward and looked cheery and conciliatory.

      What did a conciliatory balloon look like? Meg couldn’t recall standing in line at the Dollar Store and seeing any balloons that said, “Sorry I left you at the altar, but maybe you shouldn’t have fucked your acupuncturist.”

      She should really stop stalling.

      Meg took a deep breath, then another and another until she started to feel dizzy and wondered what would happen if she passed out on the floor.

      At least you’re already at the hospital, she reassured herself as she reached out for the door. It stood slightly ajar, and her fingers had just grazed the knob when the door flew open.

      A tall, familiar figure barreled through, his face pale and his sandy hair disheveled. Meg jumped back, partly from surprise, and partly to avoid being trampled by Matt’s younger brother, Kyle. His jaw clenched tight, dusted with stubble. As his green-gray gaze locked with hers, he stared like he had no idea who she was.

      “Uh.” That’s all he managed. Not even a word, really.

      Meg took another step back. “I—um—Kyle, hi. It’s me, Meg.”

      Okay, that was stupid. For crying out loud, she’d dated Matt for ten years before the wedding that never happened. She and Kyle used to play Boggle and thumb wrestle over the last piece of pumpkin pie at Thanksgiving. She hardly needed to introduce herself.

      But the way Kyle stood staring at her now suggested otherwise. Maybe it was just the shock of seeing her here. He looked like a man who’d just seen a ghost, or maybe a squirrel humping an aardvark.

      He still hadn’t said a word.

      “Kyle.” Meg swallowed hard and gripped her balloons, forcing herself to greet her former-almost-brother-in-law with the warmest smile she could muster. “It’s so good to see you. I wanted to come wish Matt a speedy recovery and take a shot at making peace. Is he feeling up to a quick visit?”

      Kyle continued to stare at her, eyes glinting oddly in the fluorescent hall lights. For a moment, Meg thought he might not answer at all. When he finally spoke, his voice was so low she almost didn’t hear him.

      “That’s going to be a problem,” Kyle said.

      Meg bit her lip. “Because of how things ended? Look, I know I handled that badly and your whole family hates me, but I just wanted a chance to apologize and maybe chat for a minute or two about how life’s going now.”

      A tiny muscle twitched in Kyle’s temple, and he studied her, unblinking. “At the moment, Meg, life’s not going all that great for Matt.” His words were clipped and brittle, and Meg fought the urge to take another step back. “And I really doubt he’s going to be chatting with you anytime soon.”

      “Because he’s still angry?”

      “Because he’s dead.”
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        * * *

      

      Kyle watched Meg’s face go from flushed and earnest to a hue two shades lighter than the white T-shirt he’d dug from the hamper this morning. The silver-flecked brown eyes he’d always found warm were frozen in the same expression she’d wear if he slammed her hand in the door. He knew he’d been too blunt, but it was too late to take back the words.

      It was too late for a lot of things.

      He’d found out twenty minutes ago that the brother he’d spent his whole life butting heads with over bubble gum and girls and careers and finances—his only goddamn brother—had suffered a massive heart attack and died.

      It wasn’t even a heroic death, which would have pissed Matt off more than anything. Hair transplant surgery? For crying out loud.

      Kyle shook his head and stared at his brother’s pale-faced fiancée.

      Ex-fiancée, he reminded himself. The current fiancée was in the next room having a screaming match with Matt’s surgeon.

      “I didn’t even know he was taking Viagra!” Chloe shrieked from the adjacent room. “And anyway, how was he supposed to know not to take a big dose the night before a hair transplant?”

      “Ma’am, I’m very sorry, but the pre-surgical literature explains the risks of nitric oxide and the anesthesia we use for this procedure. We went over those with him at the consultation. Your fiancé may have chosen not to inform us he was taking medication for erectile dysfunction, but he was presented with the information when we⁠—”

      Kyle leaned over and pulled the door shut, hoping like hell Meg hadn’t heard the conversation.

      He couldn’t tell anything from her expression, except that she looked like she might be on the brink of losing her lunch. Her fingers twisted tightly in the ribbons attached to a ridiculously cheerful mess of helium balloons as she chewed on her lip like she always used to when she felt uncomfortable.

      Why the hell was she here?

      Why the hell was he here, for that matter? It’s not like he and Matt had been close. They’d fought like ill-tempered badgers more often than not, caught in a weird web of competition and jealousy with a dash of reluctant fondness thrown in for variety. It was just a fluke that he’d come to see Matt in the hospital today, just in time to learn they’d never spend another Thanksgiving bickering over football and sweet potatoes.

      “Dead,” Meg repeated, and Kyle realized it was the first word either of them had spoken in three minutes. She sounded like she was testing it out to see how it sounded.

      Not good, apparently. Her eyes filled with tears and he watched her throat working to swallow a lump that probably matched the one lodged in his throat for the last twenty minutes.

      “Dead,” Kyle confirmed. “So now’s really not a good time.”

      “My God, Kyle—I’m so sorry. I had no idea. I heard it was just a simple procedure and I thought⁠—”

      She stopped there, not vocalizing what she’d thought, but giving Kyle a pretty good idea just the same. Tears spilled down her cheeks in earnest now, and part of him wanted to pull her into his arms, to offer her some small measure of comfort or to claim some for himself.

      But this was Meg, for God’s sake.

      Meg.

      She was still beautiful, even with red-rimmed eyes and her nose running like a faucet. He should offer her a tissue or show her the door but he just stood there like a moron noticing the way her dark auburn curls tumbled in chaotic ringlets around her shoulders and her pale-blue T-shirt clung and dipped and curved around breasts he’d always done his damnedest not to look at.

      Dammit, what kind of jerk was he? Was he seriously ogling his brother’s ex-fiancée while the man himself got wheeled to the hospital morgue by an orderly who looked like Napoleon Dynamite?

      It’s not like this is the first time you’ve had inappropriate thoughts about Meg.

      Which was true, but now was hardly the time to do it again.

      “Look, I don’t know what to say,” he said.

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Meg choked out. “If I’d known⁠—”

      A door burst open at the end of the hall, and Kyle swung his gaze away from her and toward the stampede of relatives descending upon them like a pack of bison. Aunt Judy, Uncle Arthur, a cousin whose name escaped him at the moment but he felt pretty sure rhymed with snot. Scott? Lamott?

      Jesus Christ, what’s wrong with you?

      He spotted his mom at the head of the pack with puffy eyes and a crookedly-buttoned blouse. She wore one navy shoe and one black one, and the sight of his sophisticated mother looking so undone made Kyle’s heart ball up like the wad of Kleenex she clenched in one fist.

      Meg gave a muffled cry beside him, and Kyle turned to see her gripping the balloon ribbons hard enough to carve deep grooves in her fingers. Her mouth fell open and she took a step back as the mob drew closer.

      Kyle looked back at his mother, not sure whether to hug her or get out of her way. He was saved from doing either as his mom’s gaze landed on Meg and she thrust one manicured finger toward her former-future-daughter-in-law.

      “You!” she barked, her eyes glittering with fury and tears as she swung her gaze from Meg to Kyle. “What is she doing here?”
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, Meg sat sobbing in the driver’s seat, her hair glued to Kendall’s lip gloss as she tried not to get snot on her best friend’s cashmere sweater.

      “Oh, sweetie,” Kendall soothed. “You couldn’t have known. I’m so sorry.”

      “I just—dead,” she repeated, not able to come up with any word more suitable than that.

      But that one pretty much summed it up.

      “I’ve spent the last two years hating him for sleeping with Annabelle,” she choked out. “Just when I was ready to stop hating him⁠—”

      “I know,” Kendall soothed, petting Meg’s hair. “I know. Two years of hating him and a few days of trying not to hate him is still no match for nearly ten years of loving him.”

      Which was true, Meg knew, though it was hard to categorize exactly what she felt now. Grief? Loss? How could she feel those things for someone she hadn’t seen in two years? Someone she’d actively despised, then gradually forgotten, or at least tried to forget. They could have even become friends again, in a perfect world.

      “I never got to say I was sorry,” Meg said. “For leaving him at the altar like that. I never apologized.”

      “So you’re even,” Kendall said, “for the fact that he cheated on you and didn’t think to tell you about it until the night before the wedding. And the fact that you’ve spent the last two years working your ass off to pay for the wedding that never happened.”

      “It was my choice.” Meg drew back from the hug and mopped her nose with a stiff Burger King napkin. “No one else should have been stuck with the debt when I was the one who called off the wedding.”

      Kendall shook her head, and Meg could see she was biting back the urge to argue, or to call Matt a cheating, spineless dickhead. Now was hardly the time for that, so Kendall settled for handing her another napkin.

      “Between the cheating and the debt, don’t you think that cancels out the runaway-bride thing?” Kendall asked.

      “I have no idea. Where’s the manual on the checks and balances of adultery and aborted weddings?”

      Kendall gave a small smile and tucked a curl behind Meg’s ear. “I keep it on a bookshelf in my living room. It’s right next to the wine cabinet. Come on, I’ll show you. But first, get out of the car.”

      “What?”

      “You’re in no shape to drive. Give me the keys.”

      Meg looked down at her hand and realized she was holding the keys in a death grip, along with the strings to the damn balloon bouquet. She dropped the keys into Kendall’s palm, then unraveled the ribbons from around her hand.

      “Holy cow,” Kendall said, poking the deep rivets furrowed into the flesh of Meg’s fingers. “What were you doing with these?”

      “Practicing my skills with a garrote, apparently.” Meg winced as a fresh wave of guilt surged up her throat. Making a wisecrack about strangulation mere minutes after her ex-fiancé’s death had to be up there on the list of things that would get her a one-way ticket to hell.

      Meg let go of the ribbons, releasing the balloon bouquet into the backseat before pushing open the driver’s side door. Her legs trembled as she made her way around the car while Kendall scooted over the gearshift and got into the driver’s seat. Meg slipped into the passenger seat and buckled her seatbelt, numb to the motions of it all as Kendall cranked over the engine.

      “It’ll be okay, honey,” Kendall said as she backed out of the parking spot. “Is there anyone you need to call? Mutual friends or his college roommates or something?”

      Meg thought about it, then shook her head. “It’s not really my place, is it? I’m not part of the family.”

      Not anymore, she thought, recalling the coldness in Sylvia Midland’s eyes when she’d spotted Meg outside her son’s room. Even the aunts and uncles she’d met only a handful of times had looked like they wanted to drag her down the hospital hallway by her hair. She could hardly blame them. The last time she’d seen them, they’d been dressed in suits and summer dresses, watching slack-jawed as she turned and bolted from the church, knocking down pew bows as she ran.

      They looked like they hated me, she thought. Then and now. The idea was hardly surprising. Wasn’t that why she’d kept her distance all this time?

      On her own side, Meg’s family and friends had few kind words to say about Matt. When she was still reeling from his confession and desperate to explain why she’d fled her own wedding, she’d told them about Matt’s affair. It was the sort of thing she’d normally keep private, not wanting to air their dirty laundry or add fuel to her own fear she’d done something to drive him to cheat in the first place. But she’d told her whole family in a moment of weakness, and the story spread as quickly as their new disdain for Matt.

      So they’d drawn the battle lines cleanly between her family and his, unfriending each other’s colleagues and cousins on social media and cutting each other’s faces out of family pictures.

      The thought gave her a momentary pang of sadness. Part of her had missed the Midland family Christmas cards and his mother’s coq au vin and the quilt rack she’d felt obligated to return.

      But she’d never told anyone what she’d missed the most about being cut off from the Midland family.

      Kyle’s face floated through her brain and she pulled in a shuddery breath. He’d looked so stricken standing outside his brother’s hospital room. She closed her eyes, flushing a fresh wave of tears down her cheeks. She opened them again to let the emotion flow.

      Kendall reached over and squeezed her hand. “I’ll take a shortcut. We’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      “Thank you,” Meg whispered.

      A purple and black polka-dotted balloon bopped her on the side of the head, and Meg shoved it away, crowding it into the backseat with the rest. The motion pushed more balloons forward, creating a burst of brightly colored Mylar shapes bumbling their way toward the front of the car.

      “Stop!” Meg shouted.

      “It’s okay,” Kendall said, ignoring a shark-shaped balloon that bumped  her head as she turned down the side street leading away from the hospital. “It’s not bothering me.”

      “No, stop the car.” She felt frantic now, desperate to get rid of the cheery orbs pushing and bobbing and reminding her that nothing would ever be the same again. She grabbed the ribbons as Kendall slowed the car.

      “What are you doing, Meg? You can’t just let them go. They’re hazardous to wildlife.”

      “I know,” she said, pushing open the car door before Kendall brought the car to a full stop in the bike lane. “I just need to get rid of them.”

      She staggered onto the sidewalk with her fistful of balloons, thinking this was how people went crazy. One minute you’re making friendly overtures to your ex and the next minute you’re stumbling teary-eyed down the road with a balloon shaped like a banana beating you in the back of the head.

      Meg looked around while Kendall sat silent in the driver’s seat, waiting. She couldn’t pop them. All that racket seemed inappropriate as they idled here less than a mile from where Matt took his last breath.

      Off to the side, a metal bench sat waiting for bus passengers. Meg hurried over, kneeling on the asphalt to cinch the ribbons around one of the legs. Her fingers felt numb and useless, but she managed to tie the knot and stand up again, her knees still wobbly.

      There. She surveyed her work, then nodded. Someone else would find them and claim them. Someone else would take them to a sick relative who’d smile and laugh and reach up to touch the plump, colorful shapes.

      She turned back to the car and moved around to the passenger side, winded and spent as she dropped into the seat again.

      “Feel better now?” Kendall asked.

      “A little.”

      “Probably better than that dead pigeon you almost stepped on.”

      Meg turned in her seat to look behind them as Kendall pulled away from the curb. Get well soon! the balloon commanded the corpse of a gray and green bird.

      Meg closed her eyes and slid down in her seat, wondering if pigeons mated for life the way doves did, wondering if she had any right at all to feel this undone.
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      Kyle’s hands barely touched the steering wheel, his whole body looser than he actually felt. He’d had twenty-four hours to digest the news of his brother’s passing, which mostly left him feeling like a complete fuckup at this whole grief thing.

      Shouldn’t he be tense? Or teary-eyed or ripped in two? He felt all those things, to some degree, but mostly he felt numb.

      He’d left his mother’s house right after breakfast, determined to escape the crying and arguing and muffins that left greasy puddles in their cardboard box. He didn’t fault his family for their grief. It just didn’t look anything like his grief.

      Turning the car down a narrow side street, Kyle realized he had no actual destination in mind. Instinct had taken him back toward the hospital, which made no sense at all. Matt was long gone from there, probably in a crematorium at the funeral home or something. He tried to picture it in his mind, hoping the image might tap into the fountain of grief he knew should be bubbling inside him.

      Instead, he found himself wondering what a crematorium looked like.

      You’re losing it, man.

      He blinked to clear his head, turning to look toward the hospital even though Matt wasn’t there anymore. His eyes landed on a droopy balloon bouquet tied to a bus stop bench on the side of the road.

      Get well soon! a shiny balloon declared over the body of a dead pigeon. Kyle stared at the balloons. They looked like the ones Meg had brought yesterday, but that was silly. They couldn’t be hers. His mind just wanted an excuse to latch on to an image of her.

      He didn’t realize he was smiling until he caught sight of his own reflection in the rearview mirror. Then he felt like a dick. What the hell kind of guy smiles the day after his brother dies?

      He tried focusing on the dead pigeon instead, hoping to conjure some tears even if they were for the wrong reason. Dammit, he owed Matt some show of emotion.

      But the memory of that bird just led him to another one of Meg. Thanksgiving Day, more than three years ago. The weather had been dreary and the whole family had gone out for a post-meal walk. She’d spotted a dead dove on the ground, then looked up to see a second bird on the power line above. Her eyes had filled with tears, and Kyle stopped walking to make sure she was okay.

      “They mate for life,” she’d said.

      Matt had caught her hand in his, tugging her along. “Come on, you’ll get bird mites.”

      But Meg had pulled her hand free. “Doves mate for life,” she’d repeated, looking from the dead bird to the live one cooing overhead. “That one must be the partner.”

      Kyle remembered feeling something heavy and hot pressing against his chest. He’d looked at her face clouded with sentiment, and he’d ached to take her in his arms.

      But he hadn’t, obviously. For crying out loud, she’d been on the brink of becoming his brother’s wife. The most he could offer was a squeeze of her hand as he moved ahead and fell into step beside his parents.

      But he’d seen tears glinting in her eyes over pumpkin pie that evening and knew she was thinking of the bird.

      He shook his head now to clear the rest of the memory. The part he’d wondered about ever since. He turned the car down another narrow street. He hadn’t realized where he was driving until that moment, but now it all made sense. Pathway Park. It was one of Matt’s favorite spots. He used to boast it was the best place in Portland to ogle joggers in skimpy sports bras and short shorts.

      As Kyle pulled into the parking lot, he had to admit his brother had a point. A buxom brunette trotted past wearing something that looked more like an eye patch than a sports bra, and Kyle tried not to stare as he got out of the car.

      Remembering the ducks that paddled the river looking for handouts, he rummaged in his backseat looking for birdseed or crackers or something to throw for them. He found a Ziploc bag of marshmallows and tried to remember how they’d gotten there. A camping trip with Cara; that was it. They’d made s’mores and snuggled under a green wool blanket just a few months before they split in August. The memory seemed hollow, like it belonged to someone else. Kyle clenched the baggie in his fist and wondered if ducks ate marshmallows.

      He shoved the car door shut and turned toward the park. The air was somewhere between crisp and comfortably tepid, and he smelled crumbled leaves and river water flowing on the light breeze. His boots sank into soggy grass and the squish of it beneath his soles gave him an odd sort of comfort. He took a few steps forward, glancing at the blonde in a pink sports bra who bounced past on his right.

      “Hey, there,” she called grinning at him over her shoulder. “Love that shirt.”

      “Thanks.” Kyle looked down to see he was wearing the same plain white T-shirt he’d dug out of the hamper the day before. He looked back up to see the blonde jogging in place a few feet away.

      “Let me amend that,” she said, brushing a perfect sheen of sweat from between her breasts. “I love the way you fill out that shirt.”

      “Uh, thanks?”

      The blonde laughed. “My name’s Stacey, and if you’d like to go out sometime⁠—”

      “Actually, Stacey, now’s not a great time.”

      “I didn’t mean now, silly. Obviously I’d want to shower first.” She shot him a suggestive look, probably waiting for him to say something flirtatious about the shower.

      But Kyle just stood there, biting back the urge to tell her he wasn’t in the mood for a soapy grope-fest with a stranger the day after his brother died. Of course, his brother would have been the first person to hit on a woman no matter who died. Maybe this was a sign from Matt.

      “Maybe later,” Kyle said, shuffling past her and making a beeline for the north end of the park. There was a bench he remembered on a ledge overlooking the river and a path fringed with evergreens. Matt always liked sitting there, claiming it had the best view of the joggers. The female joggers. Kyle wasn’t in the mood for ogling, but he did feel like finding a connection to his brother.

      What he didn’t expect to find was Meg.

      He spotted her instantly, her rust-colored ringlets blowing behind her as she sat silhouetted against the river, shoulders hunched in a chocolate-colored poncho he knew would match her eyes. He stood there for a few beats, staring at the back of her head, wondering what drew her here to this same bench he’d been aiming for.

      The river twinkled like broken glass in the faint haze of sunlight seeping through the clouds. A pair of swans chugged past near the riverbank and Kyle remembered the doves again.

      Meg turned like she knew he’d been watching her. He was right, the poncho did match her eyes, and though they were a little puffy, he was relieved to see they looked dry. She blinked at him, then offered a small, feeble wave. He found himself striding toward her before he’d made up his mind to do that.

      “How did you know?” she asked, her voice soft as the underside of a maple leaf.

      “Know what?”

      “That this was our spot.” She shoved her hands between her knees and gave him a wilted little smile. “Matt and I used to come here all the time. He said he found the ducks soothing.”

      Kyle nodded, not willing to taint her memory of Matt. “Matt always liked this place.”

      He stood there with his hands dangling at his sides, not sure what to say. She made it easier for him by sliding to one end of the bench and tipping her head toward the empty space. “There’s plenty of room,” she said. “If you wanted to sit here, too.”

      Kyle hesitated, then took a few steps forward until he found himself settling onto the cool wood beside her. Something smelled like lilacs, but it was October in Portland and lilacs were long gone, so it must be Meg’s hair. She’d always smelled sweet and flowery, like a mix of lilacs and honeysuckle or peonies or some other flower he couldn’t name. Matt used to complain that everything he owned ended up smelling like he’d spent the day in a greenhouse, though Kyle never saw the problem with that.

      “What’s with the marshmallows?” she asked.

      He’d forgotten he was holding them. “They’re for the ducks.”

      “I didn’t realize ducks had a sweet tooth.” She frowned. “Or would it be a sweet beak?”

      “That sounds like the name of an eighties band. ‘Coming up next, we have “Quack in Black” by Sweet Beak.’”

      She laughed, her smile reaching all the way to her eyes. Then she froze like she’d been caught cursing in church. Her face folded back into a neutral frown, and Kyle considered telling her it was okay to smile.

      But hell, he wasn’t exactly the authority on grief. Maybe he had it all wrong.

      “So how are you doing?” she asked.

      “Okay, under the circumstances.”

      She shivered, even though it wasn’t particularly cold out, and pulled the hood of the poncho up over her head. It should have looked ridiculous, like a Jedi costume, but on Meg the hood made a frame for her lovely face.

      Kyle gripped the bag of marshmallows tighter. “Sorry you didn’t get to say goodbye.”

      “Thanks.” She bit her lip. “Did you get to?”

      “Not in so many words, but we did talk a little before the surgery.”

      What had they even discussed? Stupid shit like baseball stats and an argument about their first babysitter’s name. Christ. If he’d known it was the last conversation they’d ever have, he would have just agreed her name was Sunny, even though he knew damn well it was Valerie.

      Meg nodded and looked out at the river. She was quiet a moment and, knowing Meg, perfectly content to sit in silence. She’d never been one for blurting out her thoughts, tending instead to muzzle herself around his outspoken family. But something about it made Kyle edgy now.

      “How’s work?” he asked.

      “Good,” she said automatically. “Still catering. Business is good.”

      “Good,” he said, then wanted to kick himself for repeating the same meaningless word she’d already used twice. Surely he could do better. A “great” or a “peachy keen” at least. He cleared his throat. “How’s your mom?”

      She reached up and fiddled with her earring, making it jingle like a wind chime. “She’s fine. Still living in northeast Portland.”

      “I’m not surprised. How about your—” He stopped himself, not sure if her father was still a touchy subject.

      But Meg didn’t need him to finish the question. “My dad’s fine. Mom took him back again after his latest girlfriend kicked him to the curb for sleeping with the neighbor.”

      “Sorry.”

      “It is what it is.”

      “True,” Kyle agreed, not sure what that expression was supposed to mean, but figuring it was time for a subject change.

      It was Meg who offered it. “Does it make it harder or easier, you think, that you and Matt weren’t very close?”

      Her bluntness surprised him, but he answered without hesitation. “I don’t know. Easier, maybe, because we didn’t spend much time together. Harder, maybe, because I feel like we should have.”

      She nodded again, her eyes still fixed on the river. The sun glinted in the curls that fluttered beneath the edges of her hood, and a faint breeze carried the lilac scent to him again.

      It might have been a nice moment if it weren’t for the approaching ogre.

      Kyle blinked twice to clear his vision, but he wasn’t seeing things. There was definitely an ogre lurching toward them, clad in a burlap cape and carrying something that looked like a medieval ax. The weapon was made of foam or rubber, as was the dagger on his belt.

      The ogre was followed by a man in chainmail wearing a helmet adorned with horns and walking beside a woman strumming a small harp and wearing a purple gossamer gown. Kyle sat back on the bench, relieved to know he’d finally gone crazy. It seemed like a sign the grief was kicking in.

      “Good morrow, fair maiden,” the ogre said to Meg as he dropped to one knee in front of her. “I see you wear the cloak of Verdanen.”

      Meg looked down at her poncho, her hands balled up under the fringed hem. “I, uh⁠—”

      “Hark!” The woman with the harp pointed at Meg’s chest, and Kyle stared dumbly as well. The swell of her breasts was evident even under the bulky brown garment, and he wondered what it would be like to get lost in all that softness.

      “The stone of Plutarnius!” the woman reached out to touch the acorn-sized gem on a chain around Meg’s neck. “His majesty will be greatly pleased to learn we have rescued the empress who wears it.”

      The man with the horned helmet knelt before Meg, presenting his foam sword like a gift. “My lady,” he said, bowing his head. “My sword is at your service, and I offer my fellowship and protection as your most devoted servant.”

      The ogre and the woman in gossamer followed suit, kneeling and bowing before Meg like she was a member of a royal family that governed lunatics. Kyle expected her to jump up from the bench and run like hell. She tensed beside him, too quiet for too long.

      Instead, she reached out and placed her hand on the first man’s helmet. “Thank you, Sir—uh⁠—”

      “Reginald.”

      “Sir Reginald.”

      “Milady.”

      The woman played a few notes on her harp, keeping her head bowed. Kyle could see the tops of oddly-pointed elf ears sticking through her hair, and he leaned close to Meg and lowered his voice. “Uh, what’s going on here?”

      Meg turned to face him, her curls tickling his chin. “They’re LARPers,” she whispered back.

      “Lepers?”

      “No, LARPers. Live Action Role Play. It’s sort of like make-believe for grownups.”

      “What for?” he whispered.

      She shrugged. “To check out of real life for a while, I guess.”

      Kyle looked down at the three bowed heads. Checking out of real life didn’t seem like such a dumb idea.

      He looked back at Meg, then pointed at her chest. Not at her breasts, at the necklace. “Stone of Plutarnius?” he murmured.

      Meg fingered the necklace. “I got it at a garage sale,” she whispered. “It cost two dollars and Kendall said it looked good with my gray coat.”

      The man in the helmet looked up then and gave them both a formal nod. “Sir Knight,” he said to Kyle. “We must form our parties. The quest awaits.”

      Kyle swallowed. “Quest?”

      The woman in purple looked up. “For the chalice, of course.”

      “Of course,” Kyle agreed.

      “Let us make haste,” the ogre said, pointing at the baggie in Kyle’s lap. “I see you bear weapons?”

      He looked down at the baggie of marshmallows. “Uh⁠—”

      “Poison gas,” Meg said. “Or arrows or lightning bolts. I saw it on TV once.”

      “What?”

      “That’s how LARPers simulate throwable weapons,” she said. “They toss little beanbags or foam pellets or⁠—”

      “Marshmallows,” Kyle finished, regarding the baggie with renewed interest. He looked back at Meg to see her assessing him.

      “So, which are they?” she asked.

      He hesitated. Playing make-believe with a bunch of crazy lepers the day after his brother died would probably earn him a ticket straight to hell. He’d probably end up on a talk show featuring the world’s most insensitive bastards. Or worse, his mother would find out and he’d feel like hell for doing something silly and irreverent while she sat home flipping through pages of Matt’s baby book, her thumb stroking the tiny lock of newborn hair taped to the first page.

      Kyle swallowed and gripped the bag of marshmallows. “They’re lightning bolts.”

      “I thought so.” Meg nodded and rubbed her palms down her denim-clad thighs. “Shall we play?”
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        * * *

      

      Meg wasn’t sure what had gotten into her.

      One minute she was sitting stoic and respectful, behaving as appropriately as any not-quite-widow should.

      The next minute she was asking her ex-future-brother-in-law to join her in a role-playing game.

      “Not that kind of role-playing.”

      “What?”

      Meg blinked, startled to realize she’d spoken aloud. “Role-playing. Um, not the kind where one person dresses in a naughty schoolgirl costume and the other pretends to be the stern headmaster with⁠—”

      She stopped talking, wishing she could yank her tongue out of her mouth with a pair of pliers. What the hell was wrong with her?

      But if Kyle was wondering the same thing, he didn’t say it. He lowered his voice again, even though the LARPers kneeling at their feet were close enough to hear every word. “You want to play.”

      Meg couldn’t tell if it was a question or a statement, so she hesitated, then nodded. “If you do. I mean, if you don’t think it’s too⁠—”

      Too what? Disrespectful? Nuts?

      It was both of those things, but Kyle put his hand over hers and Meg decided disrespectful and nuts might not be the worst thing in the world.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      For a second, Meg thought he wanted to leave, and she got up and turned toward her car. But Kyle rose beside her and cleared his throat. “Behold!” he announced, hoisting his marshmallows overhead. “I am honored to join forces with our new allies in a quest to seek the chalice. I am trained in various forms of combat, while my lady is a respected healer with great skill in treating battle wounds.”

      “Indeed,” Meg heard herself saying as she shifted to stand beside Kyle. “I also know many spells and am joined by my invisible dragon, uh . . . Fallopian.”

      Kyle raised an eyebrow, and she could tell he was trying not to laugh. None of their new teammates broke character, and the woman in the purple gown extended her hand. “I am Trinity Leaftree of the western stone elf tribe.”

      “And I am Ufnar Gnarlug,” the ogre volunteered, resting a hand over his heart. “My clan and I giveth thanks for your alliance.”

      Sir Reginald doffed his horned helmet and gave a dramatic bow. “Sir Reginald Ironroot Roundbear, at your service.”

      “Very pleased to make your acquaintance,” Kyle said. “I am Sir Tonsillectomy Xanthan Gum.”

      Meg snorted, then coughed to cover her laughter. She extended her hand to Sir Reginald, who promptly planted a kiss across her knuckles. She tried to think of a name that didn’t sound like a disease or a moniker for a fat poodle. “I am Empress Cattywampus Dipthong.”

      “And her fierce dragon, Fallopian,” Kyle added, pretending to stroke the beast’s neck.

      Trinity grabbed Meg’s arm and gestured toward the woods. “My lady, I suggest we move south to lay an ambush to thwart invaders from the east.”

      “I concur,” Ufnar agreed, scratching his chin with a hand coated in green makeup.

      Meg glanced at Sir Reginald, pretty sure he was a teller at her bank, or maybe a clerk in the men’s department at Macy’s.

      But for now he was Sir Reginald, and Meg was Empress Cattywampus and Kyle was whoever the hell he’d said he was, and none of them were regular people dealing with mortgages or jobs or grief that threatened to grab them by the ankles and pull them right through the ground and into the soft, damp dirt. The thought of being someone different made Meg a little dizzy with excitement and maybe a twinge of guilt.

      “Lady Cattywampus, did you bring Fallopian’s leash?” Kyle asked.

      “Indeed,” she said, holding up the invisible tether for her invisible dragon. “It is one made of rainbows and cobwebs.”

      “Then we shall see if our last round of dragon obedience training hath paid off.”

      Beside her, Sir Reginald thrust his foam sword into the air. “Long live the king!”

      “Long live the king!” Meg repeated, throwing her fist in the air.

      “All hail his majesty!” Ufnar hoisted his rubber ax, and Meg wished she had time to round up a weapon of her own. She settled for patting her invisible dragon on the head.

      “Have a lightning bolt,” Kyle said, handing her a marshmallow.

      “Thank you.” Her fingers grazed his as she took it, and she reminded herself this was wrong on so many levels.

      But something about it felt right, too. Matt would have laughed at them for sure, which made the whole thing seem okay in a way.

      “Let us journey forth,” announced Trinity, her purple gown fluttering in the breeze as she turned and ran toward the woods.

      Ufnar and Sir Reginald followed, weapons raised in the air as they jogged into the trees. Reginald’s horned helmet fell off and he chased after it for a few steps, stumbling as he ran.

      Meg looked at Kyle. “You sure you’re okay with this? It’s a little weird.”

      “Isn’t that the point?”

      “I guess so.”

      “Matt would die, wouldn’t he?” Kyle grimaced. “God, that just slipped out.”

      “It’s okay. You’re right though. He’d think this was nuts.”

      “So we owe it to his memory to sally forth and join the quest.”

      Meg nodded. “Agreed.”

      They jogged after the others, catching up to them easily since Trinity had stopped to strum her harp and sing a few lines about a porcupine and a golden spoon. Sir Reginald was whacking at some dense shrubbery with his foam sword, while Ufnar plodded along growling.

      “Hark!” Sir Reginald yelled, throwing his arm to the side. “Someone approaches.”

      Meg stopped, but not quickly enough. She ran smack dab into the back of Kyle, her cheek colliding with the solid plane of his shoulder blade. He turned and caught her by the shoulders, his palms curving around them. “Is my lady harmed?”

      “Nay,” she said, feeling herself blush. “Your lady is just clumsy.”

      “I remember that about you,” Kyle murmured. He hadn’t dropped his hands from her shoulders yet, and something about it felt comforting. “I’ll never forget the time you fell off that standup paddleboard, conked your head with the paddle, and lost your bikini top.”

      Meg laughed and felt her blush deepen. “God, I’d almost forgotten that. It got caught under that Jet Ski and Matt had to chase the guy down to get it back. Then he put his swim trunks on his head and did the chicken dance so I’d stop being embarrassed about flashing a bunch of strangers.”

      “He always knew how to get someone laughing again.”

      A wave of nostalgia nearly knocked her backward, and she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She was spared from doing either when Sir Reginald shouted again.

      “Who goes there? I command thee to name thyself.”

      Meg looked up to see six strangers emerging from the trees in medieval armor made of cardboard. They stepped forward shoulder-to-shoulder, raising weapons that looked like foam pool noodles painted silver.

      Ufnar raised his ax. Sir Reginald lifted his sword. Kyle reached into his bag of marshmallows.

      “Prepare to do battle!” Trinity screamed, pulling a plastic dagger from a sheath on her thigh.

      Kyle looked at Meg. “Does Fallopian attack on command?”

      “Of course.” Meg loosened her grip on the imaginary leash. “Sic ’em, boy!”

      Kyle plucked a marshmallow from his bag and drew it back like the world’s tiniest baseball.

      “Charge!” shouted Sir Reginald, lurching forward with his foam sword flying. A man carrying a giant sledgehammer made of foam bopped him on the side of the head, but Reginald kept fighting while Ufnar lunged at another man with his axe.

      “Lightning bolt,” Kyle said, tossing the marshmallow at a man in a gray cape. The man screamed and fell to the ground, clutching his chest. He began to writhe and gasp, putting on an impressive display of fake death while Trinity ran circles around him chanting a spell in some language Meg thought sounded vaguely like Pig Latin.

      “Poison gas!” Kyle shouted as he tossed another marshmallow, clocking a tall man in the forehead before pivoting to chuck one at another attacker. “Really sharp arrow.”

      Meg grabbed the reins on her imaginary dragon. “Commence fire-breathing,” she shouted, aiming the dragon’s snout at a man charging Reginald.

      Kyle made a sound like a cappuccino maker, and it took Meg a moment to realize that was his interpretation of a dragon breathing fire. Meg palmed the marshmallow he’d given her and chucked it at a woman locked in fierce combat with Trinity.

      “Lightning bolt!” Meg shouted.

      “I already used the lightning bolt,” Kyle reminded her.

      “You don’t have more than one?”

      “Lightning bolts are a limited commodity.”

      “Uh—rotten egg.”

      “Really? That’s the best you’ve got?”

      The woman she’d tossed the marshmallow at jumped to the side, then took another swipe at Trinity with a dagger made of tinfoil.

      Kyle handed Meg another marshmallow. “Try again.”

      “Heat-seeking missile!” Meg shouted, hurling her marshmallow at a man charging her from the left. The man raised a foam shield and the marshmallow bounced off. Kyle leapt forward, stretching with his palm out.

      “Got it!” He caught the marshmallow in one hand, throwing his body in front of Meg as he took aim and hurled the weapon again. “Tell your dragon to cover me!”

      “Fallopian—sic balls.”

      “Aaaargh!” Their newest attacker fell to the ground in front of them, pantomiming a hideous and painful death.

      To Meg’s right, Ufnar screamed and clutched his shoulder. “My arm! I’ve lost my arm! Do something!”

      Meg and Trinity rushed toward him, then dropped to their knees in the dirt as Ufnar fell to the ground. “Can you reattach limbs, Empress Cattywampus?”

      Meg nodded, trying to remember what she’d learned watching the TV special about LARPing. Trinity pulled a ribbon from a small silk pouch around her neck and handed it to Meg. “Take mine.”

      “Thank you.” Meg laid the ribbon on Ufnar’s shoulder, hoping this was more or less how things were supposed to go. “By the power granted to me by The Great Spatula and Lord Kumquat, I command thee to heal thine limb and be made whole again.”

      Ufnar blinked, then looked from Meg to Trinity and back to Meg again. “My lady, you have saved me. I owe you my very life.”

      “’Tis nothing,” Meg assured him. “You would do the same for me.”

      “That’s it, run away!” Sir Reginald shouted, and Meg looked up to see the last of their attackers fleeing the way they’d come.

      Behind her, a shrill chime echoed through the trees. At first, Meg thought it was somehow connected to the game, but she turned to see Kyle pulling his phone from a pocket. He scowled at the screen and muttered something under his breath.

      Utnar sat up and frowned. “Sir Tonsillectomy Xanthan Gum—you have broken the cardinal rule of technology.”

      Kyle turned away, putting a hand over his left ear as he raised the phone to his right and said, “Hi, Mom.”

      Ufnar began to protest, but Meg shushed him. “His brother just died,” Meg whispered as Kyle walked into the trees murmuring into the phone. “It probably has to do with funeral arrangements or a memorial service or⁠—”

      “You’re reviewing the will now?” Kyle growled, and Meg looked up to see him scowling with the phone to his ear.

      “Or a will,” Trinity whispered.

      “Or that,” Meg whispered back.

      “Mom, I don’t really think now’s the best time to get into—right. I know. I get it.” Kyle fell silent again, his scowl deepening as he listened to whatever his mother was shouting. Meg could hear Sylvia’s voice from fifteen feet away, though she couldn’t make out the words.

      Kyle shook his head, then looked up from the tree branch he’d been stripping of its needles. His gaze locked with Meg’s, and she started to look away, but something stopped her. Something in the intensity of his expression, or maybe the fact that she was almost sure she heard the word Meg from the other end of the line.

      “I’m with her right now, actually,” Kyle said, his eyes never leaving Meg’s. “We’ll be there in ten minutes.”
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