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      *Autumn*

      

      My heart! Oh, my heart! I think as I pull out the next seasonal decoration from my Aunt Beverly’s newly arrived boxes. It’s a set of little ghost figurines with blushing cheeks and cute little eyelashes. One is sporting a bow and a pink Halloween bag, one is holding a twiggy broom with a round black kitten perched at its feet, and the other is holding a neatly carved pumpkin.

      This is it. Fall has finally arrived, my favorite time of year, and my namesake will finally be enjoyed to the fullest extent.

      “Autumn,” my aunt calls from the front of the store. “There’s a drawn up plan for the new display here by the register. When you get a chance later, let me know what you think. As you can tell, it’s officially time to put out the good Halloween stuff.”

      I finish placing the cute ghost trio onto the shelf and bound over to the register. For the last couple of weeks, we’d been showcasing all the fall stuff in my aunt’s store here in Maple Falls, Vermont. Our townspeople love this time of year because it is the most beautiful place on Earth to experience the vast array of fall’s beautiful colors. The town really comes to life when the mountains shift from green to gold and amber and maple red. Then there’s the Autumn Leaves Celebration…. When I was little, I thought it was all for me because of my name.

      The door dings and catches my attention. A short and slender older black man pushes the door closed and meets my eyes.

      “Mr. Seeley!” I say. I can’t contain my excitement. “I wasn’t expecting to see you yet!”

      He greets me with a warm, bright smile and crinkles in the corners of his aging eyes. “Autumn, you’re just the person I was hoping to see.”

      Randal Seeley is the owner of the tour company that I work for in the fall. For the last five years since I turned twenty, I’ve been living above my Aunt Bev’s antique shop in a little studio apartment. I usually work for her in her store full time, but my heart really feels its fullest when autumn comes around and I get to lead bus tours through Vermont’s countryside, showing off the magnificence of our little part of the world at its best time of year. Actually, starting next week, it’ll be time to get back to that, which is probably why I’m squeezing Mr. Seeley’s hand a little too hard while he greets me.

      “What can I do for you, Mr. Seeley?” I ask, finally letting go of his hand and interlacing my fingers in front of me, resting my elbows on the counter.

      “Well, Miss Ackerman,” he says, with a teasing lilt to his voice, “it’s Margie’s birthday soon. Coming up here in the next couple of days. I thought this would be the perfect place to find her gift. And the service is quite nice, too,” he jests, softly bumping my shoulder with his.

      I smile and nod. “Of course. I’d love to help you out. Did you have anything in mind?”

      Mr. Seeley fidgets with the collar under his navy blue sweater. “I always get Margie a new piece of jewelry on our anniversary, so, you know, she’s got forty years’ worth now! For her birthday, I usually take her out of town, but she’s not getting around as well right now since her knee replacement, so I think we’ll do a nice dinner in and maybe take a drive. I’d like to get her something—a nice gift.”

      I smile. Oh, how wonderful it must be to share your entire life with someone you love. That’s something I’ve always dreamed of, but it hasn’t found me yet. Forty years–I hope I get to make it there with the love of my life someday.

      “All right then!” I clap my hands together to bring myself back down the Earth. “You say she’s got a lot of jewelry now, but does she have a good way to store it? A couple of weeks ago, we got in this gorgeous jewelry box from the late Victorian era. Would you like to take a look at it?”

      Mr. Seeley nods and gives me another genuine smile. “That sounds perfect, actually. I knew I could count on you.”

      I can’t deny the bit of pride that I feel when I help people like this, especially people who have grown to mean so much to me. It just fills my heart like a cozy mug of fresh, warm cider.

      I guide Mr. Seeley toward the back of the store where vanity items are located: brushes, makeup related items, jewelry, and, yes, jewelry boxes. I place my hand on top of one of the gorgeous new one we’ve just acquired. Besides the gold engravings in the cherry wood finish,  it has several other features she may like, such as small drawers, a special place for rings, and a removable board with holes for earrings.

      “It opens on both sides and can hold twenty-two necklaces,” I explain, demonstrating. “If you don’t like this one, we have a few others to choose from, but this particular one has a lovely blush colored velvet lining. I recall Mrs. Seeley wearing pink quite often, so maybe she’d enjoy this color. And the finish is amazing. It’s held up well over the years.”

      Mr. Seeley inspects the drawers by pulling them out and opening the little doors on the sides. He presses the carousel for the necklaces and seems pleased that it turns. “This is quite nice,” he agrees. “I think I’ll take it.”

      “Great!” I say. “I hope she loves it.”

      “Could you wrap it up for me?”

      I nod and carefully carry it to the register. It’s not too heavy, but it has enough weight to it that I hope it’s easy for him to get it home to his wife I’m sure she can find a nice place for it in their lovely home. I take out a box from beneath the counter and carefully pack it inside.

      As I’m sizing up the box for how much wrapping paper I’ll need, Mr. Seeley sparks up a conversation.

      “I know you love autumn more than anything, Autumn,” he says. “But how was your summer? I don’t usually see you often this time of year.”

      I tell him a bit about how I joined my parents on one of their RV trips over to Maine, soaked up a bit of sun in my friend’s pool, worked at the shop, and read. “Summer is just a bit too hot for me,” I explain. “I like to stay indoors until fall. I prefer cuddling up in a blanket and sweater when things cool off.”

      Mr. Seeley chuckles. “And do you have anyone to cuddle up with now?”

      His question catches me off guard, and my face flushes immediately. “Mr. Seeley,” I groan, feeling the blush in my cheeks and staring down at the tape, hoping he doesn’t notice. “You know how hard it is to find people in our small town. I love this place and I want to stay here forever, but I haven’t met anyone new in quite some time.”

      Mr. Seeley nods. “I get it. Margie and I were childhood friends. We were in our twenties before I started seeing her that way. And after I realized I was in love with her, it took a lot of convincing to get her to date me.” He laughs to himself and looks up toward the ceiling as if he can see their life playing out up there. “That time will come when you least expect it, and maybe from a place you hadn’t realized.”

      His sincerity helps me to relax, and I feel my cheeks slowly return to normal. I’m not sure what to say, so I just nod and ask him which bow he’d like me to use. He chooses pink, of course.

      “Are you ready for the fall touring season?” Mr. Seeley asks as I finish up curling the tendrils of the bow.

      I nod excitedly. Next Monday is the official kickoff of the seasonal tours, and for the first week, I get to show off the town’s apple orchard and some of the scenic rolling hills. Summer always seems to weigh me down and make everything feel heavy, but when autumn comes and the air gets cooler and lighter, and the trees release from the struggle of retaining water and perk up–when the greens give way to the vibrant yellows, oranges, and reds–that’s when the world feels right. It only lasts for a couple of months, but that’s another thing that makes it so sweet. In that magical, fleeting time between the oppressive heat and the bone-rattling cold, everything is perfect.

      “I’m so looking forward to it,” I say.

      Mr. Seeley pays for the gift, and I help carry it out to his car. We part ways with a simple wave and smile, and I’m left feeling even more impassioned about starting these tours and experiencing all of my favorite things again.

      When I walk back into my aunt’s store, she’s leaning against the shelves staring at me with a longing expression.

      “What?” I ask. “Why does your face look like that?”

      Aunt Bev dramatically sniffles and runs over to me, squeezing me against her body like a long-lost child. She rubs her cheek against mine like she used to when I was a teenager and she was purposefully trying to annoy me. “I’m gonna miss you so much!” she whimpers.

      I try not to chuckle and let her continue to love on me. “It’s not like you’ll never see me again. I live upstairs, you know. Plus, I’ll still be working here some evenings.”

      Aunt Bev lets out a hefty sigh and releases all of me but my wrist, which she holds gingerly. “I know that, dear, but you’ll be so busy with your tours and all the events around town that ten or so hours feels like a pinch of flavorless salt.”

      I cock my head at her and press my lips together to keep myself from smiling. She is so dramatic when it comes to the people she loves. While outsiders often see her as a tough-as-nails independent woman, those who are close to her, like me and my mother, know she is actually as soft as putty.

      Putting my hands on her shoulders and looking her square in the eye, I tell her, “I won’t forget to hang out with you. I promise.”

      She gives another lofty sigh and goes back to organizing her shelf display. “I know you love fall the most, but what were your favorite things about summer this year?” she asks over her shoulder.

      I accompany her and study the display image she’s drawn out. “The usual stuff. Cally invited me over to her parents’ house to swim pretty often, so that was nice. And of course our Fourth of July festivities were memorable, as always.” I chuckle at the thought of the grocer, Mr. Farris, chasing down my puppy Tess, who had stolen a whole package of unopened hotdogs at the picnic, and his nine-year-old son accidentally dropping a firework and sending shots of colored fire into a nearby open garage. Luckily, nobody was hurt, and we all just laughed it off. “I finished several more books, and I was able to finish some more fall festival decorations early. I have some good ideas for this year’s—”

      Suddenly, the door dings again, and a familiar short, thin-framed girl with jet black shoulder-length hair walks in. She removes her dramatic red cat-eye glasses that look straight out of the ‘50s to reveal her piercing blue eyes.

      “Cally Stein!” my aunt yells. “How could you let Autumn waste another summer the same way she always does! You’re my only hope in getting her to socialize with boys so she can stop reading romance books and start living one!”

      Cally just shrugs and puts her sunglasses on top of her head. “The problem isn’t necessarily that she isn’t going out. It’s that when she goes out, she doesn’t make the effort to talk to new people.”

      I glare at my best friend. How could she betray me like this? “I talk to people all day long, especially on my tours. It’s not my fault that guys don’t talk to me!”

      Aunt Bev shakes her head and clicks her tongue.

      “And why are you both ganging up on me as soon as she walks in the door? I thought you loved me,” I complain, crossing my arms.

      “Baby girl,” Cally says flatly. “We both love you. That’s why we tease you.”

      I purse my lips. I know it’s all in good fun, but really, this is an issue I’m a little insecure about. I’ve always dreamed of the magic of love, of cozying up with the man of my dreams watching a scary Halloween movie and sharing some popcorn drizzled with caramel. But I don’t know how to find that kind of love.

      I look up and see a glimpse of sadness in my Aunt Beverly’s eyes. “I just want you to find these things that you want,” she says, a little quieter and almost speaking to the floor. “Life is short, you know.”

      My heart slugs and stutters. She’s thinking about Henry, her late husband. They were more in love than any other couple I’d seen on this earth, even more than Mr. Seeley and Margie. More than my own parents even. Maybe even more than the people I’ve read about in all those romance novels.

      “You never know when you’ll get it or for how long, but it’s oh, so worth it,” Aunt Bev says with a heavy smile.

      Cally walks over and slides her arm around my aunt’s shoulders. “Don’t worry, Bev. I’ll make sure she gets out into the world. It’s my personal mission!” Cally pumps her fist in the air.

      I sigh, wanting to satiate my aunt’s and best friend’s hopes for me as well as my own desires. But there is only so much I can do. So much of finding love is out of my control.

      “Love is a special kind of magic,” I say. “I don’t know how it works, really, and I’m sure it’ll happen for me someday. It just hasn’t come around quite yet. What can I do?”

      Cally links her other arm around my elbow and leans her head on my shoulder. “Same here, girlie pop. But I’m still going to do what I can to help you out! Let’s talk it out over dinner, yeah?”

      I squeeze her hand and nod. “Let’s eat and defeat.”
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      *Lukas*

      

      The air feels a bit more suffocating than usual in my apartment in midtown New York. I look around at the blandness. White walls, white tile, gray couch, no pictures, and nothing on the wall except the TV I watch when I can’t sleep at night. I’m not home much anyway, but as strange as it might seem, I don’t want to leave.

      I toss a handful of plain black dress socks into my black carry-on suitcase. An entire month? How am I supposed to be off work for a whole month? And a reward? Ha. It’s more like torture to force me several hours and a few states away from my workplace, the only thing I actually enjoy.

      I yank my charger out of the wall and slip my laptop into the side pocket of my suitcase before I zip it up. I glance through the giant window that overlooks New York City. I have a nice view, and I can actually see Fin-vice from here, my workplace for eight years now. It’s nice living so close to work. It makes late night commutes less inconvenient.

      In the kitchen, I grab a cold water bottle from the fridge and unscrew the cap. Before I can take a sip, my phone is buzzing in my front jacket pocket. I pull it out and see it’s just a text from my friend Thomas Martin letting me know the cab is there, and they’re waiting for me.

      I thumb out a quick reply and slide the phone back into my jacket pocket. With a heavy sigh and even heavier feet, I shuffle to my bed to get my suitcase and figure that I’d better get going downstairs. The closer I get to the ground floor, the more I dread getting into the taxi. But when I finally get there, I set my suitcase in the trunk with a thunk and climb into the backdoor of the taxi where Thomas is waiting, an overly cheerful smile on his face and a sixteen-ounce cup of coffee extended toward me.

      “Plain black for the maniac,” Thomas teases.

      I roll my eyes and take it anyway. “All that extra stuff is just nonsense. I drink coffee for the caffeine, not for the sugary feel-good flavors.”

      “Oh, Lukas,” Thomas sighs, leaning back into the seat and taking a sip from his own cup. It smells faintly of cinnamon.

      I don’t bother trying to make conversation until we get to the airport, and I get the feeling that I’m getting dangerously close to not being able to bail out of this trip. My stomach is in knots, and as a person who isn’t generally anxious, it’s unsettling. I just can’t fathom leaving work. What else is there to do all day?

      “Are you sure this is necessary?” I manage to ask Thomas. We spot the rest of the Fin-vice group by the checked luggage counter. I don’t think Thomas is listening to me, so I bump him on the back of the arm. “Hey, man, seriously. Do I really have to do this?”

      “I can’t say for sure since I’m not your boss or the team leader, but I’m going with yes. You have to do it. It’s a team building experience, after all. So, that means the team has to participate. You, my friend, are part of that team,” he replies smugly. Then he hesitates and adds, “Plus, I don’t wanna be on my own here.”

      We join the rest of the Fin-vice group, but I don’t bother with more than a polite hello. Branden Sharpe, the team leader, gives us the spiel again on why we’re doing this. We hit the highest quota in five years this last quarter, and the stats are still looking up. We have a perfectly functioning group, a team of six, and each of us brings something different to the table.

      Of course, just as with any team, there is always room for improvement. So, as Branden says, this month-long trip is meant to bring us even closer together, to get to know one another on a more personal level, to better understand one another’s strengths and weaknesses. But mostly it’s a reward for our performance, so the main goal is to have fun.

      I’m not totally convinced, but it seems I’m in it with no easy way out.

      While he’s talking, all I can do is ruminate. How is taking us away from work supposed to help us perform better? Plus, who takes vacations in September, especially to little dinky Hallmark movie set places with names like Maple Falls, Vermont… for an entire month?

      Just then my phone buzzes again. This time it’s a client. I’m actually grateful to hear from them, so I can refocus on my work. Everyone else might think this is a time to slack off, but I think it’s a good time as any to strengthen bonds with clients and let them know that we’ll always be there for them. I type out a quick but thoughtful reply to the Menendez Group accountant supervisor and catch sight of Thomas shaking his head at me.

      “Why can’t you go more than thirty minutes without answering an email or text?” he asks. His voice is a bit severe, but there’s something lingering behind his eyes that tells me he’s not just mad or annoyed at me.

      I shrug. “I answer because I get the call. That’s my job. That’s what I get paid for.”

      Thomas scratches his head beneath his short blond hair. He’s always worn a sort of military cut. Guess he never grew out of it after he was discharged.

      “Listen to me,” he says, almost like he’s talking to a scared child. It’s a bit unexpected, but I respect him and he’s basically my best friend, so I look him in the eye and keep my mouth shut for a few more seconds. “I’m not saying that’s a bad quality to have. You’re like, really good at all of this stuff.” He gestures awkwardly at my phone in my jacket pocket and maybe my suit, too. I tug at it insecurely. “But who even are you outside of work? It’s your whole life! I just–can’t you just put the texts and emails and reports on the back-burner and just enjoy yourself for the next month?’

      His hand is still lingering in front of me like an all-too-nice mosquito looking for an opening. I swat it away. “That’s impossible. I don’t have the desire to do that.” It’s true. Work is what keeps me going. “There’s nothing to do in Vermont anyway. It’s all trees and never-ending roads. How can I enjoy that for an entire month? What does Branden expect me to do? Stare at trees?” I ask, dumbfounded. “That’s a waste of time, and you know it. We should be working. I should be working.”

      Before he can respond, a cadence of rushed stiletto-heeled steps approaches. I already know who it is, and when she places her hand casually on my arm to steady herself, the familiar scent of her perfume hits me like chloroform.

      “Wow, I barely made it,” Julia Wright says with a laugh. “Glad you guys didn’t leave without me.” She flips her hair over her shoulder and continues to lean on me. I don’t bother looking down at her, but I don’t shoo her away either. I’m not in the mood to hear her whine about me being cruel again.

      A whole month, huh? Will any of us last that long?
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        * * *

      

      By the time the shuttle gets us from the airport to the little inn in the middle of nowhere, I’ve been sandwiched between Thomas and Julia for nearly two straight hours. It’s strange being close to Thomas, but since we’re friends, it’s bearable. Julia, on the other hand, keeps pressing her thigh against my leg, and every time we get jostled by a little bump, her hand flies over to my knee.

      I’ve never had a talk with her about boundaries because I have a feeling she’s just that kind of person. A little flirty, a little oblivious, the kind that wants constant attention and validation. I think she’d just be the same after the conversation as she is now. So what does it matter?

      Instead of feeling suffocated by Julia’s incessant touching and Thomas’s quiet nonchalance and occasional daggered glances, I focus on my phone. The Menendez Group is considering a big change in financial focus to steer one of their companies in a new direction. I’m curious about it, so how can I take my eyes off my phone while I’m waiting for an explanation of this ‘new direction’?

      “Curse it!” I mutter. “Why does my service keep dropping like this?”

      A feeble little signal bar flickers in and out, teasing me.

      “This place better have Wi-Fi or I’m going back right now!” I grunt.

      Julia chuckles. “I second that, handsome. The last thing I want is to be stranded out in the boonies with a bunch of hillbillies and no way to call for help.”

      Thomas rolls his head over. “I don’t think it’s going to be like that at all.” I appreciate that he’s a no-nonsense kind of guy. “Branden wouldn’t drag us out anywhere sketchy. Just relax and take it all in.” He turns back to the window and watches contently.

      I decide to see what he’s so pleased with and glance out the window. There’s a quick flash of a yellowish color, but the vibrating phone in my hand calls my attention back to it. “Sweet,” I mutter to myself.

      Julia smiles up at me and leans in closer until her chin is essentially resting on my shoulder. I just hope she doesn’t leave a makeup stain.

      Branden’s cheery voice cuts through the silence. “All right, gang. We’re about there! We’ll have a couple of hours to get settled in and get a tour of our home for the next month. Then the fun stuff starts!”

      I grunt and rest my head on the headrest. He was really about to throw us off the deep end, wasn’t he? And with that gleeful demeanor. I study his face, his smile. He seems genuine, like he’s actually excited to do all of this, and to drag us along behind him. And there’s a certain glimmer in his eye that I don’t see often. I have yet to decipher whether it’s excitement or pure determination. Either way, I can’t help but wonder when he’ll realize he’s over-committed.

      A few minutes later, we pull up to the inn, and I practically jump out of the car, desperate to stretch my legs. At least if I get bored, I can just hang out in the exercise room. There’s no way I would have agreed to go if they didn’t have a place for me to lift and run. I was not okay with returning to New York after losing ten pounds of muscle, and there’s no telling how much my stamina will drop if I don’t have a treadmill. What a chilling thought.

      By the time I grab hold of my suitcase handle, a young woman wearing an oversized, wooly brown pullover and dark brown pants with brown shoes approaches us. She’s cute and petite with a wavy brown bob and brown eyes with a smattering of dark freckles across her nose. Even her shoes and hair clip are brown. Is it just me, or is brown perhaps more dull than white and gray?

      “Hi, everyone. I’m so glad you made it! How were your travels?” she says as she scans us. Her voice is… not brown. In fact, it’s rather… too cheery to be brown.

      Branden steps forward immediately and stretches out his hand. “Thank you for having us. We’re just ready to get out of the car and get exploring, I think!”

      “Oh, you must be Branden Sharpe! It’s so good to finally put a face to the name. I’m Ivy Dear, the one you’ve been emailing with.” Her smile is almost bigger than Branden’s… almost.

      Oh, boy. Two Cheerios in the same vicinity.

      Thomas steps forward to offer his hand, which spurs the rest of the team to do the same. I put on my best businessman smile and greet her like a potential client, buttoning my suit’s jacket before shaking her hand.

      “Wow, you guys are so formal!” Ivy Dear breathes in awe. “We don’t usually get this kind of crowd around here.”

      I hear Julia mutter behind me, “I bet you don’t. Has she ever even seen a suit? Or heels?”

      After a quick tour of the grounds, which are actually quite extensive, we’re chauffeured to our rooms. Mine is on the third floor on the back side of the property. There’s a large window in the middle of the room that overlooks the lake and foothills. It is… quiet. The trees all blur together in a mess of yellows and oranges.

      “At least I don’t have to worry about construction sounds, I guess,” I mutter as I check my phone again. The Wi-Fi signal is shaky, but it’s there. “As to be expected for being in the middle of nowhere.”

      I seat myself at the little wooden desk in the corner and get back to the Menendez Group. It seemed like they were ready to attack this new project soon, yet here I am trapped hundreds of miles away for the next month.

      And what a long month it’s going to be.
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      *Autumn*

      

      “Whoa, Auntie. I didn’t know you were going to order something cute like this!” I say, pulling out a beautiful green leaf wreath with pops of fuchsia and purple florals, bunches of cream berries, and shoots of grain. Sometimes we get novelty items in, like the Halloween knickknacks that aren’t antiques. These wreathes fall into that category as well.

      “They’re actually made with real preserved flowers,” Aunt Bev responds. “That’s why they’re packed so well.”

      She studies the side of the wooden crates I’ve just started unloading, then she opens one and gingerly takes out another wreath.

      “I thought you’d like this one,” she says, handing it to me. “It’s not a hundred percent preserved plants like some of the others, but it reminded me of you.”

      I take hold of the large wreath and study it with greedy eyes, noticing exactly which part of me my aunt saw in it. The wreath’s base resembles that of a bird’s nest, a perfect circle with sticks poking out. It is full of fall leaves, but rather than being totally yellow or red, they look like they were plucked off the tree in the middle of changing. They’ve got hints of golden yellow and orange on the tips, but they’re marbled with the green they were trying to gradually eliminate. Some of the golden leaves have dark brown veins running through them, a striking contrast from their bright color. And adorning the mass of leaves are a few little fruits: yellow apples with red speckles, sunrise-yellow and green pears, and even a couple of plump deep pink pomegranates. There’s no doubt. It’s beautiful.

      “Wow, this is so nice,” I say, hanging the wreath up gently to display it. “I’m sure it’ll sell in no time.”

      Aunt Bev doesn’t say anything. She just looks at me with a mysterious smile playing at the corner of her mouth. “I’ll leave you to it so I can man the register for a while.”

      I nod and get back to work. It’s my last full-time day in the store before I start touring. I spend it stocking the new items, like the wreaths we’d just unpacked and some adorable cottage-core embroidered purses, and I make sure everything is tidy. The last shipment of fall items will be here later today, so I also need to make room for the incoming supplies.

      I’m in the back of the store about an hour later when the door chime out front rings. And rings. And rings again.

      I wonder if it’s not some kid running back and forth, or maybe Aunt Bev is trying to take something outside. I step around a shelf of teapots and discover the cause–a group of about six people. But they don’t look like ordinary locals. In fact, I haven’t ever seen a hoard of black and navy-suited men on the streets of Maple Falls. This place is far too quaint and relaxed. Suits were saved for weddings and holy days at the cathedral. These guys are way overdressed—well, there is one girl who sports a black shin-length pencil skirt and a slim-fitting blazer. She has pinned-up platinum blonde hair and firm, but bright, eyes.

      I’m about to go over and help them, but Aunt Bev greets them all, and I hear that they’re just looking around and exploring, so I let them be. I’ll just keep an eye out if anyone looks like they’re interested in something.

      Just as I’m about to turn around and go back to the stocking, I hear the door ding again. I glance over my shoulder and see a very handsome man walk through. He’s also wearing a suit, but his is deep gray with a dusty blue diamond-pattern tie. He has brown hair that’s short on the sides and a bit longer on the top, which is slicked back nicely. I can’t help but notice the sharp edge of his jaw, but maybe it’s because he’s gritting his teeth.

      In fact, he looks a little disgruntled, a word I don’t often use to describe people around here, and he’s staring down at his phone and frowning. He starts to go back outside, but another guy with a blond buzz cut grabs him by the back of his suit jacket and steers him back into the group. The brunette guy concedes but continues to pace around and look at his phone often.

      Is he having some kind of family emergency? I wonder.

      One of the other men also comes over and says something to him and gets him to smile, but it doesn’t meet his eyes. The handsome man puts his phone in his pocket with a look of regret, then looks around the store.

      I think I’ve been watching too long, so I go back to my work. I’m not usually impressed by expensive suits and men who are addicted to their phones. And I’ve rarely found a brooding, displeased-looking man attractive, but… the way the jacket is so perfectly tailored to his shoulders is distracting. He seems… fit… to say the least. The way the muscles in his jaw tense and release make me want to find out what has him so stressed. And the way his eyebrows draw together, it makes me want to press my finger there and massage slow circles until they go away. I’d seen my mom do this for my father on many occasions. And this guy’s lips are pressed together. I wonder why—
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