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      For everyone who’s ever wished

      she could hire Mr. Darcy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        She ’s hiring…

      

      

      
        
        Meg Knightley is a history professor with a little OCD and a lot of competitive spirit. When her similarly nerdy history professor boyfriend tosses her over for a starlet on the eve of the Jane Austen Festival and Games, she needs a new Mr. Darcy STAT.

      

      

      
        
        He’s the man for the job…

      

      

      
        
        Jeremy Remington left a lucrative tech job to follow his dreams—but getting his custom woodworking business off the ground isn’t cheap. When his best friend’s sister offers good money for little more than acting the gentleman, he jumps at the chance. After all, how hard could it be to fly over to England and wear a cravat for a few days? 

      

      

      
        
        Until things get real.

      

      

      
        
        She hired him to play the part of a proper gentleman, so why can’t she stop thinking about what’s underneath his waistcoat?

        And when Meg finds out Jeremy has had a crush on her for years, will she toss him out on his ear…or will the job turn into a permanent gig?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        It is a truth rarely acknowledged that a thirty-one-year-old single woman, wearing control-top granny panties, will have them exposed in the most embarrassing manner possible at the most inopportune time imaginable, which is exactly what happened to me on the evening my boyfriend dumped me to go to the Jane Austen Festival and Games in Bath with a starlet.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1
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        A Friday night in August

      

      

      I hate flying. In addition to igniting my rampant anxiety, it makes me pukey. I also had the misfortune of sitting next to a Level-Five sniffer on my flight home. I offered him a tissue. He declined. Later, we got into a tussle over the armrest. I won.

      I spent the rest of the journey in pleasant conversation with the girl on the other side of me, who was flying to Milwaukee to visit her dad. Her parents were divorced, and while she was only thirteen, she was self-possessed and seemed zen about it.

      I gave her half of my donut and explained that I wished my parents had split up long before they did. She pointed out that the upside was she got two of everything, like birthday parties and sets of Christmas presents. I told her she had her head on straight. She said she’d follow me on Instagram.

      After disembarking from the plane and waving goodbye to my new kid friend, I schlepped my roller bag up the jetway and out to the waiting area to find my boyfriend of two years and eight months—Harrison Macomb Ph.D.—checking his watch and waiting for me. But my tall, blond, handsome boyfriend wasn’t alone.

      Lacey Lewis stood next to him. Yes, the Lacey Lewis, up-and-coming Hollywood starlet who looks like a younger, fresher, less-affected-by-Brian-Austin-Green version of Megan Fox. She wore a huge hat and sunglasses to avoid the paparazzi who’d semi-descended on Milwaukee over the summer to keep an eye on her.

      I wasn’t surprised by Lacey being there. Harrison and I were English history professors, and Lacey had hired him to teach her how to convincingly portray Lydia Bennet in yet another reboot of Pride and Prejudice soon to be filmed in Surrey.

      Personally, I thought it was an unfortunate casting decision. Everyone knows Lydia Bennet doesn’t look like Megan Fox. But Lacey had gotten the part, and she and Harrison had been spending a lot of time together over the last six weeks.

      She’d actually interviewed me for the coaching position first. But ultimately, she’d said she felt more comfortable with a male mentor. She’d always been a “guy’s girl.” Or something like that. That’s when the side-eyeing began. And soon after followed the jealousy. Unwanted and unexpected, but it was there in me all the same. I couldn’t deny it. Lacey was gorgeous and rich, and Harrison was handsome and smart and kind and nerdy and completely unused to being wooed by Hollywood types.

      I tried to be happy for Harrison, but it hurt to lose out on one of the biggest boons Everton College had ever landed. I learned a long time ago that when you’re female, being competitive is often mistaken for being mean, while a competitive man is revered for it.

      I tried to make the best of it, however, and on the few occasions I spent time with Harrison and Lacey together, I gave her a few extra pointers on how best to portray Lydia. After all, I was the one who’d read P&P so many times I could nearly recite it—not Harrison. Yet I couldn’t help but hope that, much like Jolene in the old Dolly Parton song, Lacey wouldn’t steal my man.

      Every boyfriend I’d ever had had left me for someone prettier, more fun, or more…something. But Harrison seemed loyal, and he matched every single criterion on my Future Husband Checklist. He was perfect for me. A one-hundred-percent match.

      I glanced at the two of them waiting on the other side of security. As usual, Harrison looked like he’d just come from a J. Crew photo shoot. He was sporting wrinkle-less chinos and a collared, blue-and-white checkered shirt. He’d topped it off with a navy blue blazer with elbow patches. He always wore a jacket. Even to airports. Even on weekends.

      Lacey was wearing a red suit and had matching painted fingernails. I’d long been suspicious of women who managed to match their manicures to their outfits. They clearly don’t like to nap as much as I do.

      I glanced down at myself and groaned inwardly. I didn’t look nearly as well-put-together as they did. My toffee-colored pencil skirt was rumpled, and there was a run in my tights and a jelly stain on my light blue sweater that couldn’t be helped—because I always eat bad stuff like donuts to comfort me when I fly due to the whole fear-of-death thing.

      To make matters worse, my belly was pooched out because pencil skirts suck if you’re five-foot-three and do reckless things like eat jelly donuts. My belly was also the reason I was wearing granny panties, by the way. They weren’t just any granny panties, they were form-fitting, stomach-control granny panties that were supposed to make my pencil skirt look sleek and pencily, at least as sleek and pencily as one could look when one was vertically challenged and a bit of a pudge.

      I stared at tall, leggy Lacey Lewis and decided that she’d never scarfed down a donut or been an anxious flyer in her whole perfect life. I needed to stand away from her. No good could come of my being next to her. We were sure to look like Barbie and Hobbit Skipper.

      Harrison and Lacey were chatting animatedly, caught up in their conversation. When I reached them, I had to clear my throat to get their attention. Lacey placed her manicured hand on Harrison’s sleeve. “Oh, Dr. Knightley,” she said to me, blinking. “There you are.”

      “Hi, you two,” I said in as cheerful a voice as I could muster.

      “Meg, I didn’t see you there.” Harrison leaned down and kissed me awkwardly on the cheek. It made me suspicious, because he wasn’t a fan of PDAs. Neither was I. “Welcome back. How was your flight?” He handed me his handkerchief and pointed at the side of my mouth, “It’s seems you’ve got a bit of…something.”

      “Oh, it’s probably jelly.” I took the handkerchief from him and scrubbed my mouth. “As for the flight, I had to sit in the middle seat,” I offered, handing Harrison’s handkerchief back to him.

      Harrison winced. “Ooh, that’s too bad.”

      “That’s why I love first class so much,” Lacey said. “No middle seats. Don’t you love first class?” Her hand had returned to Harrison’s sleeve. I eyed it. Resentment gnawed at my insides like a Midwesterner on a corncob. Lacey must have realized I was staring, because her hand moved slowly back to her side.

      “I’ve never flown first class,” Harrison told her.

      She blinked at him and cocked her head to the side as if he hadn’t spoken English.

      I took a deep breath. Really. What was I so worried about? Harrison was a dorky history professor from Milwaukee who, like me, had never flown first class, and Lacey was a jet-setting starlet. Harrison didn’t even know what a spray tan was. Lacey had probably majored in spray tan. Surely, she wasn’t interested in my nerdy boyfriend, when she could catch the eye of someone super-hot, rich, and famous, like Henry Cavill.

      I pushed my glasses up my nose with one free finger and stared at Lacey in fascination. She was too pretty and too perfect. She also seemed too calculating. How would she ever pull off naïve, flighty fifteen-year-old Lydia Bennet?

      “Shall we go?” I asked, still staring at Lacey.

      “Oh, right. Of course,” Harrison said. “My car’s in the shop and Lacey was kind enough to offer us both a ride.”

      “Oh.” That explained why Lacey was here. It struck me, however, that he’d called her Lacey, not “Lewis,” as he’d been fond of doing before I left. He’d called her Lewis, sometimes Lew, and she called him “Dr. M.” It was not adorable. Great. They’d obviously fallen in love and I was about to get dumped. The thought had plagued me the entire five days I’d been in Connecticut.

      I was about to ask what had happened to Harrison’s car, but his next question quickly diverted my attention.

      His eyes narrowed on my chest. “What’s that on your sweater?”

      I cringed and tugged at my sweater. “Jelly.” I felt like I was ten years old and in the confessional again. “From a donut.”

      “Oh, I love donuts,” Lacey gushed, blinking her false lashes at me.

      I eyed her up and down. Fine. She ate donuts—or at least claimed to—but I bet she never dripped any on her suit. And she’d clearly made a deal with the devil to avoid gaining weight from donut consumption. Heat crept up my back and burned my neck, mostly born of disgust, although whether more for her or for myself, I couldn’t say.

      We left the airport, made our way into the parking garage, and climbed into Lacey’s car. An Audi. A black one. The kind of car a gorgeous starlet would drive. I drive a Jetta. A little silver Jetta with a Herstory sticker on the bumper that Harrison hated, a trash bag in the back seat, and a window that didn’t always roll down correctly, causing many an embarrassing moment at a variety of drive-thrus.

      We drove to campus, Lacey at the wheel, Harrison beside her, and me sitting in the middle of the backseat staring between their shoulders because I get car sick when I can’t see the road.

      Harrison had offered to let me sit in the front, but I’d stupidly declined. We exchanged awkward, stilted conversation for the nearly thirty-minute drive. I told them about the sniffer. They dutifully laughed. I wished for another donut.

      I kept glancing back and forth between them, wondering if they’d slept together or even kissed. I trusted Harrison, but seeing them together gave me a flashback to high school, riding the bus to a football game with my boyfriend, John, while he sat with Mary, the cheerleader who would be his future girlfriend. Doom throbbed in my chest. I asked Harrison for his handkerchief again and rubbed halfheartedly at the jelly stain on my shirt.

      “So, I was reading more about Bath on the way home,” I finally said. Our trip to the Jane Austen Festival in Bath, England was less than three weeks away. Harrison and I had been planning it for a year. We were partners in the multiple days of Austen-themed competition. He would attend as Mr. Darcy. I, of course, would be Lizzy Bennet. We were sure to win. “We can take the train there from London and⁠—”

      “Yes, well, we can talk about that later.” Harrison cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably in his seat.

      “I hear Bath is nice in September,” Lacey offered in a jelly-donut-sweet voice.

      “Mmm-hmm.” My Bath discussion thwarted, I stared out the windshield at the leafy greenness of the trees as we approached the college campus. Minutes later, we pulled up in front of my little brick townhouse on the outskirts of campus, and Harrison helped me pull my small, black roller bag out of Lacey’s trunk. He walked me to the steps that led up to my front door. The purr of the engine behind us combined with the imagined burn of Lacey’s scrutiny made me nervous. Plus, I could feel my granny panties inching up my back. Why wasn’t Lacey driving away? I did a sort of half-dance hop move, hopeful that the panties would somehow fall back into place while I glanced at Harrison, who, to my utter surprise, had retreated a couple of steps toward the curb where the starlet and her Audi were still idling suspiciously.

      “Aren’t you coming in? I thought we were having dinner tonight.” I pushed the bottom of my black ballet flat against the side of the first step.

      Harrison sighed and lifted his chin. “Look, Meg, we need to talk.”

      That was when time stopped—stood still—and I felt like I was Elinor, and Harrison was Willoughby, and Colonel Brandon had just told me about him. Sounds and colors slowly moved past my head, but none of it registered. Nothing after, “We need to talk.” Let’s face it. Nothing good ever comes after the words “we need to talk.” A catastrophe is sure to ensue.

      The truth was I’d been expecting a marriage proposal from Harrison. Not like soon. Like literally tonight. He said he’d made reservations at this cool new hipster restaurant called Orsay. We never made reservations. Or went to cool hipster restaurants. In an effort to look cute, I’d worn a frickin’ pencil skirt instead of the pajama jeans that my brother bought me for Christmas after I emailed him the link. A pencil skirt was serious in my world. I’d prepared myself for proposaldom.

      Sure, there was the slight complication of how I would manage to divest myself of the granny panties without Harrison seeing them before we made love, but that was a minor consideration and one that could be solved with a well-timed trip to the bathroom. But I’d bothered with the pencil skirt, and then the incident with the accursed donut had happened—it wasn’t my proudest moment, I agree—and then the starlet and the Audi, and now this. The entire evening had descended into chaos. Not at all how it was written in my day planner.

      Harrison’s brows were lowered, a guilty frown tugged at his mouth. He leaned down and whispered, “I’m sorry. I promised Lacey we’d work tonight. She’s paying me extra.”

      “Okaaay,” I said slowly, the jealousy pounding its bitchy fists against my precarious composure. When would this new and poisonous emotion go away? Probably not until Lacey left town.

      “There’s something else I have to tell you.” Harrison took a deep breath and folded his hands together in front of him. “She wants to go to the festival in Bath with me. She wants to be my partner.”

      The sound that emerged from my throat was some unholy cross between a cat being stepped on and a pissed-off bird. “She what?”

      Harrison glanced back at the Audi with its beautiful, yet now potentially evil, occupant inside. “Shh. Keep your voice down. I told her you’d be reasonable about it. She wants to go for the experience. For the role.”

      “Can’t she find her own partner?” I plunked a fist on my hip and accidentally knocked over my suitcase.

      Harrison and I both moved to pick it up at the same time and knocked our heads together. He took a step back and crossed his arms over his chest. “Competitive even over something like this?” He shook his head.

      I lifted my chin. “It’s fine. I don’t need you to help me with my suitcase.” I wanted to add, “While you’re dumping me,” but I kept my mouth shut, tears burning the backs of my eyes.

      Harrison reached out and stroked my shoulders. He knew I liked that. “Meg, listen, you know as well as I do that you and I are the leading authorities in the country on this subject. Not to mention Dr. Holmes wants the publicity over this for the history department. We cannot screw this up.”

      I took my own deep breath and counted to ten, a trick my mother had taught me when I was young. Harrison was right. Our boss, Dr. Edwin Holmes, the chairman of the history department, had told us many times that the entire college was watching us in the wake of Lacey Lewis coming to town. Paparazzi had been spotted on campus. Everton was getting more press than it ever had, and all because of Harrison working with Lacey Lewis.

      “Dr. Holmes asked me to take her,” Harrison said, moving his hands down my arms and cupping my elbows. “Several members of the press will be going too.”

      “I know,” I muttered under my breath. Harrison and I both wanted the same thing. Tenure. We’d do anything to make Dr. Holmes happy. I’d been hoping a win at the Jane Austen Festival might give us the publicity Everton needed. Apparently, Dr. Holmes had thought of a better idea.

      “My hands are tied here, Meg.” Harrison glanced back at Lacey again and gave her a little wave that made the creeping feeling of doom wrap its tentacles around my insides.

      When he turned back to face me, I asked, “Are you sleeping with Lacey?” I couldn’t help myself. The question just jumped out of my mouth like a dramatic little skydiver.

      Harrison’s eyes registered true surprise and instantly I felt like an ass. “Meg! No. What are you saying?”

      What was I saying? I had even briefly considered asking Lacey the same question. I glanced over at Lady Red Suit and then at Harrison again. He was handsome, but not movie star handsome. I supposed it would be funny to Lacey Lewis if I even suggested such a thing.

      “Look, Meg.” Harrison held up his hands in a calm, reassuring gesture as if he were trying to reason with an unpredictable monkey. The insane noise I’d made earlier was likely to blame. “I know how much you were looking forward to the festival. I think you should come with us. Be our consultant.” He cleared his throat and pulled at the lapels of his jacket like he did whenever he was anxious.

      Be their consultant? I’d rather be boiled in donut oil. Besides, Harrison didn’t need me. He knew everything I knew. He was just trying to appease me. I closed my eyes. I’d only been gone for five days. Five lousy days, giving a series of lectures on nineteenth-century England’s social norms to the history faculty at Yale. In a mere five days, it felt like I’d lost my boyfriend to someone who better knew the ins-and-outs of shopping for a tight-fitting red suit than the first thing about Jane Austen’s brilliant characters.

      “I’ll have to think about it,” I said, glaring at his tattersall shirtfront and considering how I could gracefully pull my suitcase up the multiple stone steps to my front door. Where was my deadbeat roommate brother when I needed him?

      “Let me help you with that.” Harrison started forward to assist me. Always the gentleman.

      “No. I’ll be fine.” No female with any self-respect and a Herstory bumper sticker allows a man who has just finished dumping her as his partner in Jane Austen fandom to carry her suitcase up ten stairs. Even if the stairs are ridiculously steep and she has a bunch of heavy books inside the suitcase. It’s bad form.

      “Okay.” He knew I didn’t like things such as having my car door opened for me or help with my luggage. He jogged over to me and kissed me quickly, half on the lips and half on the cheek. He turned to leave, and I began to hoist the case up the stairs like I was going for the crown in the Miss Ignominious pageant—which would be a much more fun pageant to watch than your run-of-the-mill beauty pageant, if you ask me.

      Harrison must have turned back and seen my slow, awkward plight, because the next thing I knew, he was at my side, trying to help me with the suitcase again.

      “I’m fine,” I insisted, refusing to look at him. A short semi-slap fight ensued, which I won. I needed to get my suitcase into my house and not cry. I continued my assent, my eyes focused on the shiny black door above me. The suitcase bumped my leg on each step and pushed me forward a little. Apparently graceful was out of the question.

      I pulled the luggage up the remaining three steps, hoping that when I turned back, Harrison and Lacey would be long gone. I pivoted on my heel.

      No such luck.

      Harrison was headed for the car, while Lacey’s shining eyes gazed at me from the side window. She actually had the audacity to make a frowny face. An actual frowny face. Then she waved at me. An honest-to-goodness wave. Like, “See ya around. I didn’t just take your spot and run off with your boyfriend or anything.”

      “Meg, I’ll call you later,” Harrison said as he climbed into the car. “We’ll finish our talk.”

      “Fine,” I shouted over my shoulder, fumbling in my purse for the key to the front door. Why did I have so much crap in my purse? No one needs four different kinds of tiny hand sanitizers, even if they are ‘buy three get one free.’ I pushed aside the sanitizers, the empty orange and pink donut bag, my purple journal, and my ubiquitous dog-eared copy of Pride and Prejudice. By the way, purse-fumbling? Also not graceful.

      Then it began to rain. Because A) it was poetic, and poetic things always happen to me, and B) because the only thing less graceful than standing in front of your door, fumbling for your key in your crap-filled purse in desperation to get away from your boyfriend and his hot, famous employer as they stare at your back...is fumbling for your key in your crap-filled purse, in front of them, in the rain. Which plasters the bangs you shouldn’t’ve let your hair stylist talk you into to your wet forehead and makes you look like you are crying. Which you are not doing...yet.

      I finally found the bloody key, but in my haste to put it into the lock, I dropped it in front of my feet. When I leaned over to retrieve it, the unmistakable sound of fabric ripping met my disbelieving ears. I closed my eyes. Damn. Damn. Damn.

      I scooped up the key and jammed it into the lock as quickly as possible, and twisted the knob open with a jerk. I was just about to pull in my suitcase behind me and slam the door with gratifying force when I heard Lacey’s mock-concerned voice drift up to me from below. “Dr. Knightley! I hate to be the one to tell you, but your skirt ripped and your panties are showing.”
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      When one is confronted with the news that one’s granny panties are visible, there are clearly only two choices. Laugh and quickly tuck them out of sight, or pretend you didn’t hear such information and blithely continue about your self-righteous business.

      Had Harrison not just tossed me over for Lacey Lewis on the night I had hoped we’d become engaged, I would have chosen the former. However, under the circumstances, I was left with only the latter as a viable option. Head held high, I pushed my recalcitrant suitcase inside with my foot. I let the door slam satisfyingly behind me, even though I knew Harrison and Lacey and the Audi had long since purred away.

      I glanced around the tiny foyer of my townhouse. A print of Monet’s Houses of Parliament hung on the wall over a cherry wood side table that held a silver bowl where I dropped my keys. The table generally housed a silver vase with fresh flowers, too. This time of year, I preferred sunflowers, but the ones that greeted me were half-dead from not having been cared for all week by my brother, Luke.

      Aside from the dead flowers, the first thing I noticed was the smell. The next was the mail scattered all over the dark wood floor from where the mail carrier had pushed it through the slot.

      “Luke!” I yelled. “Luuuuke!”

      “Whaa?” His voice came from the living room, not nearly as far away as it should have been if he wanted to avoid serious bodily harm...or at least a severe talking-to. I kicked off my sensible flats—Lacey had been wearing shiny red heels—and pulled my suitcase behind me into the living room on my fat little hobbit feet. The ones that kept me from ever wearing heels because they felt like medieval torture devices on such ungainly hooves.

      The sight that greeted me in the living room was my older brother, lying on the sofa reading a book, wearing his usual garb: boxers and a T-shirt. Old pizza boxes and half-empty beer bottles were strewn everywhere.

      “Luke, what the hell are you doing? This place smells like an armpit and it’s a bloody mess!” Leaving the suitcase to its own devices, I splayed my hands wide and swept them out to the sides to demonstrate said mess. I knew I was being a control freak, but I couldn’t take my frustration out on Harrison, and Luke was the only one available.

      “Calm down,” Luke said, not looking up from War and Peace. “I’ll clean it up.” He took a swig of beer. Only my brother would drink beer while reading War and Peace. He pushed up his T-shirt and scratched his flat belly. His unfairly completely flat belly. If I so much as glanced at pizza, my pot belly swelled. Apparently, Luke had been subsisting on the stuff for a week with no repercussions or puffery.

      I trudged into the kitchen to get a trash bag out of the pantry and then trudged back with the lilac-scented bag (cuz that’s how I roll) and began shoving every disgusting thing into it. I am a solid feminist and the idea of cleaning up after a man makes my head want to explode, but I am also a complete OCD clean freak and my head would explode faster if I had to sit around in this mess. Hence, the trash bag.

      Luke jumped up and pulled the bag from my hand. He took over while I stood there, nearly shaking with righteous indignation, and glared at him with my hands on my hips. If you’re thinking I had a lot of righteous indignation on this particular day, you are correct.

      “Sorry,” he said, sweeping waded napkins and pizza crusts into the bag. “I didn’t think you’d be home so early. Weren’t you and Dr. Strangelove supposed to go on a date tonight?”

      “His name isn’t Dr. Strangelove, and this is my house. I’m bloody well allowed to arrive whenever I please.”

      He stopped shoving pizza boxes into the bag and lifted an eyebrow at me. “What’s wrong?”

      “You’ve made a mess in my house and as you’ve often told me, I’m a crazy control freak, obsessive-compulsive person. What do you think is wrong?”

      “No. Something else is wrong. You don’t use British cuss words and get all controlling unless you’re really mad. Pizza boxes don’t make you that mad.”

      Why did my bloody brother have to know me so bloody well?

      “I’m fine,” I insisted, fixing my unreliable, dead-giveaway eyes on the wall behind him.

      “I heard you call me a ne’er-do-well when you were in the kitchen,” Luke countered in a singsong voice.

      Busted.

      “Fine. Harrison dumped me.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      Luke let the trash bag drop to the rug. He shuffled over and gave me a hug. I didn’t open my arms. My cold little nose, pressed to his chest, stung with self-pity. Luke was a foot taller than me. He smelled like soap and maybe pizza.

      “Oh, Meggie,” he said. “I’m sorry. What happened? Had a falling out over the difference between top boots and Hessians?”

      I wish. I at least could have won that argument.

      “No,” I snorted.

      “What is it? What did Dr. Strange—er, Harrison, do?” Luke always pronounced Harrison in a fake English accent.

      “We...” What exactly had happened? I had to think about it for a sec. “He’s taking Lewis to the Jane Austen Festival instead of me.”

      Luke pulled away from me and slapped his palm against his thigh. “I knew it. I always knew that dude was gay! Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but⁠—”

      “Lacey Lewis.” I clarified with a sigh.

      The glee disappeared from Luke’s face as quickly as it had arrived, and he winced. “Oh, well, that’s awkward. Forget I said the gay thing.” And then, “Holy shit, wow. I was just kidding when I asked if you had a falling out. I never really thought...”

      I kicked aside the trash bag, slumped to the velvety gray sofa, and pulled my aqua Target throw pillow to my chest. Lacey probably bought throw pillows from Pottery Barn. No—from some fabulous chic boutique in Hollywood where throw pillows cost five hundred dollars each.

      “That sucks.” Luke was still offering brotherly platitudes as he went into the kitchen. When he returned, he had a beer bottle in each hand. He gave me one. I hadn’t had a beer in three years. Harrison and I preferred wine. I took the beer gratefully while Luke kicked the trash bag farther out of the way and lowered himself to sit next to me on the sofa. He put his free arm over my shoulder and pulled me to his side. It made me want to cry again.

      “Tell me all about it,” he said, taking a long swig from his bottle.

      This might be the most apropos moment to mention that my brother is actually not a ne’er-do-well. Nor is he a deadbeat. Well, not really. He’s not a scoundrel, a rake, or a rogue, or any of the old English names I like to call him when I’m mad at him. Which happens a lot when a neat freak and a mess live together for however short a period of time.

      Luke is actually a structural engineer with a master’s degree from Stanford. He worked at a huge corporation in the Silicon Valley for six years until two things happened. They wanted to make him a manager, and his thirtieth birthday arrived. Just shy of that event, he quit to join a country rock band, and now he’s the lead singer and a guitar player and gets steady gigs around our hometown of Milwaukee—and I’ve never seen him happier. But the fact that he doesn’t have a “real” job and leaves pizza boxes around stresses me out in a way it can only stress out someone who is obsessed with her retirement savings plan and throws away all trash with a promptness that would frighten most mortals.

      The truth is I think my brother is terrific. In addition to being creative and brilliant, he’s also handsome and friendly and charming and can sing, while I’m the sort who people sometimes call “terse,” sometimes “short” (and they’re not talking about my height), or my personal favorite, “curt.” Meanwhile, don’t even get me near a microphone if you don’t want your ears to melt.

      I adore Luke and he’d do anything for me, which is why, despite the vast differences in our living habits, I allow him to stay with me when he’s in-between highly inappropriate—though usually gorgeous—girlfriends. He inevitably ends up on my couch until I kick him out for his messiness, or for being too loud too late at night, or for breaking one of my candle holders, or any of the myriad other reasons we fight while living under the same roof.

      Typically, after I kick him out, one of his girlfriends usually takes him back after he does something insanely romantic, like serenading her beneath her window with a song he wrote specifically for the occasion. They stay together until something else breaks them up. Usually the topic revolves around the subject of marriage, which is a dirty word as far as my brother is concerned. He’ll text me and ask to come back, and I always say yes, and this is our dynamic at the ripe old ages of thirty-one and thirty-three.

      But none of that was the point, of course. All that mattered was that he’s my brother and I was sad, and I needed to tell someone. My best friend, Ellie, was in Chicago at a conference until Thursday. Even I, with my dislike of mess, had to admit that I was glad to have Luke to comfort me, pizza boxes and all.

      I took a swig of beer. I’d forgotten how much I liked it. “We didn’t actually break up,” I admitted, halfheartedly picking at the edge of the bottle’s label. “Harrison says Dr. Holmes asked him to take Lacey to the festival instead of me. For publicity. For the department and the college.”

      “Whaa?” Luke’s lips curled into a frown.

      “But I feel like I’ve been dumped. Dumped for Megan Fox.”

      Luke sucked air between his teeth. “Megan Fox is single again?”

      “Shut up,” I sniffed. “Lacey just looks like Megan Fox. I look more like a young Sally Field. With glasses.”

      My brother took a swig of beer. “Young Sally was cute.”

      “Yes. I agree. But she cannot compete with Megan Frickin’ Fox.”

      “The Sallies of the world are far too wise to try to compete with the Megans,” Luke said sagely. “The Megan Fox man isn’t the Sally Field man.”

      I took another swig of beer and sighed. “What kind of man is Harrison?”

      Luke must have heard the defeat in my tone because he patted my shoulder and added, “Look, if Dr. Dumbass didn’t appreciate how great you are, he doesn’t deserve you as a partner.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Call the cliché police. You’re going to jail tonight. Next you’ll tell me that what doesn’t kill me makes me stronger.”

      He tilted his beer bottle toward me. “It’s true, isn’t it?”

      My mouth quirked a little. “I swear to God. I will slap you.”

      He patted me on the head. “You’re mean.”

      “You’re not the first person who’s told me that. But, I’m serious, Luke.” I squeezed the beer bottle between both hands. “What if Harrison falls madly in love with Lacey Lewis? She’s gorgeous, and they’ve been spending a lot of time together.”

      Luke rested his forearm on the top of his head and leaned back on the sofa. “So what? Breaking up with Harrison wouldn’t be the worst thing that could happen. You could find someone just as good, if not better.”

      “Oh, I’m sure of it,” I said wryly, rubbing my eye beneath my glasses. “There are scores of men out there looking for short neat-freak history professors who are a little too into nineteenth-century England.”

      “Well, you’re not going to find any if you keep using words like ‘scores.’ If I were you, I’d also eschew the words ‘fortnight’ and ‘daresay’ from your vocabulary while you’re at it.”

      He nearly made me laugh by using the word ‘eschew,’ but I wasn’t in a laughing mood. I was in a moping mood. I was firmly into mopery. “Be serious, Luke. Harrison was the only man I’ve ever met who wasn’t a hundred years old and actually had an opinion on the proper way to tie a cravat circa 1815.”

      “Jesus. And you’re sorry he might be into another woman?” But he grinned at me and pushed my shoulder with his cold beer bottle.

      I managed a halfhearted smile. “We’re supposed to get married.” I took another swig of beer. It tasted good. I’d missed it. “We’ve been together for nearly three years!”

      “Yeah, I know, and he’s a nice enough guy, but you have to admit he buttons his shirt too high. And I swear he uses starch.”

      I blinked at him. “What’s wrong with starch?”

      “Ain’t nobody got time for that.”

      “I’m thirty-one,” I moaned, pressing the side of my face against the cushion. “I’m supposed to have my first child by the time I’m thirty-three and the second when I’m thirty-five.”

      My brother’s forehead puckered into a deep frown. “Whaa? Says who?”

      “Says me. Says life. Says my day planner. My list of goals. Harrison meets all of my criteria on my Future Husband Checklist. If we were to break up, I would have to start all over again, and⁠—”

      “Whoa. You actually have this crap written down somewhere?” He pulled the cushion away from me.

      “Of course I do. We’re supposed to get engaged by the end of this year. I’m supposed to get tenure by the time I reach thirty-two in June, and have the kids after a year married.”

      Luke whistled. “Wow. You’re even loonier than I thought. I don’t even want to know what a Future Husband Checklist is. Besides, did you notice you didn’t even mention the most important word in all of this?”

      It was my turn to frown. “What?”

      “Love,” he said, batting his eyelashes at me. “L.O.V.E. You sound like you’re only upset because you’d have to start over, not because the love of your life is with another woman.”

      I gasped and blinked at him. “Of course I love Harrison.” Wasn’t love implied when you planned on marrying someone?

      “Do you, Meg? Do you really?” Luke asked in the most father-like, serious tone I’d probably ever heard from him.

      I searched around for a coaster so I could set my beer bottle on the table next to me. It gave me a minute to collect my thoughts. “First, I refuse to take advice about love from someone who doesn’t even believe in the word, and second, it’s perfectly acceptable to have goals. That doesn’t make me a bad person.” With my free hand, I pulled the pillow back from Luke and bopped him on the head with it. “How are you supposed to accomplish things in life if you don’t have them written down?”

      “Well, my band is playing for one of the biggest talent scouts in Nashville in a couple of weeks, and I promise you I never wrote that down.”

      I shook my head at his smug smile. I couldn’t explain to a non-writer-downer why writing things down was so important. Especially when adorable matching office supplies and journals and colored pens were involved. Believe me. I’d tried arguing such points before. It was like Napoleon at Waterloo, a losing battle. “The point is that now my entire schedule is ruined, and I’m going to have to start over.”

      “It’s life, Meggie.” Luke drained his beer and gave me a hard look. “It’s not a schedule. You need to chill.”

      I hugged my throw pillow again. “I don’t even know what that means.”

      “Chill. You know, sit around in your underwear and read books. Not textbooks and not history books, but the kind of books that you find fun. You know…fun?”

      “History books are fun!” I insisted.

      “To nerds. What about romance novels? You used to like to read those, didn’t you?”

      I sucked in my breath. Luke remembered that I liked romance novels? Had he been snooping on my e-reader? I hadn’t admitted reading a romance novel to anyone except Ellie in over fifteen years. Anyway, Luke was just muddying the waters. He was missing the point. I shoved my finger accusingly toward the book he’d left on the coffee table. “You’re reading War and Peace and you’re calling me a nerd?”

      “Touché.” He grinned at me.

      I pushed my palms against my thighs, stood, retrieved the trash bag, and continued cleaning the room. Luke stood to help me, but I waved him away. “No. Let me. It’ll keep my mind off my failure.”

      He shook his head. “It isn’t a failure, Meg.”

      I barely glanced back at him. “Don’t you have a gig or something tonight? Leave me to mope and clean in peace.” Mope and Clean in Peace. That would be a great name for my future nonexistent autobiography.

      “Nope. No gig tonight, but I am playing poker with the guys in about an hour.” He glanced at the clock on the microwave in the kitchen. He’d probably busted his cell phone again. Luke didn’t own a watch. He didn’t believe in them. Harrison had often mentioned it. He seemed flabbergasted by the notion.

      “Good.” I grabbed another dirty napkin from the coffee table and shoved it into the bag. “Order pizza at your poker game. I’m cleaning this place up and don’t want to see another pizza box.”

      Luke stopped in the middle of shoving his feet into his sneakers without untying the laces and did a double take. “Wait. You usually lecture me when I play poker.”

      We both knew why I didn’t like him playing poker. We’d grown up in a house with a dad who didn’t know when to stop. It was one of the things that made me such a control freak. We’d had very little influence over our lives as children (or so a psychologist had explained to me in college). All I knew was that organizing things made me happy. Our father had spent years losing, however, while Luke almost always won. He had the math brain our poor father never would. “Yeah, well, tonight I’m fine with it,” I added stiffly.

      “Okay. I’ll go get cleaned up and leave.” Luke disappeared into the hall bathroom, which he never kept clean enough for my standards. I’d be cleaning that later, too. Bleach was sure to be involved. And gloves.

      I’d pushed the last of the beer bottles into the recycling bin in the kitchen, and was wiping my newly washed hands on a white hand towel, when Luke’s voice drifted out of the bathroom.

      “Hey, Meggie, why don’t you find your own Mr. Darcy, go to the competition, and beat the hell out of Harrison and Lacey Lewis?”
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