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      This book is dedicated to all the women who are shy, awkward, self-conscious, and uncomfortable in social settings. It’s not easy to put yourself out there, but sometimes the most magical things happen when you do. Don’t ever be afraid to be you.
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      A heartfelt thank you to my amazing publisher, Tanya, who continues to believe in me and works harder than anyone I know!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        re·clu·sive

      

        

      
        ADJECTIVE

        Seeking solitude: retiring from society

      

      

      The late June day was gloomy as spring faded away and summer began. My father, Mortimer Smith, stood out back of our funeral home in our yard that faced Freedom Lake. He was dressed in his Sunday-best black suit in front of Father O’Dority, with Sister Mary Agnes standing witness. I stood beside my father as his best man, in a black-and-white suit that looked more like a prisoner’s uniform, while his fiancé’s sister was a no-show in her duties as maid of honor.

      I looked behind us, but all the seats were empty.

      No one had shown up.

      My father, who was in his mid-sixties, had just completed treatment for prostate cancer. He wiped the sweat from his brow, still on hormones and experiencing hot flashes. He shoved a black hankie back into his jacket then pressed a small device in his pocket.

      Chopin’s Funeral March started booming loudly from somewhere.

      Glancing up, I frowned.

      Since when did we add speakers to the funeral home’s roof?

      Thirty-five-year-old Samantha stepped out of the walk-out basement from the morgue, wearing her platinum blonde hair four inches high on her head. Her voluptuous body was encased in black silk, wrapped around her like a mummy, with a black veil over her smokey, painted eyes that were trained on my father like a zombie as she strutted down the aisle with determination.

      “Dearly departed,” the priest began.

      I looked around the empty yard with a raised eyebrow. I was more comfortable with the dead than the living, but I wasn’t sure even they had attended.

      “We are gathered here today in the sight of those who have crossed over, and in the presence of anyone crazy enough to witness this solemn union of Mortimer Smith and Samantha … er, well, Samantha in unholy bondage.”

      The priest didn’t know her last name any more than I did.

      Wait … did he just say unholy bondage?

      “If anyone can show just cause why they should not be joined, speak now or forever hold your complaining.”

      I opened my mouth …

      My father gave me a pleading, sweaty look as he fanned his face.

      Samantha NoName gave me a death glare as she swung her ball and chain bouquet.

      My words froze in my throat as I contemplated what to do.

      My father was old enough to be her father, which I couldn’t seem to get past. My mother had died while giving birth to me, and he had never remarried. It had always just been him and me against the world. I was terrified for that to change. What if Samantha was only using him for his money? What if she hurt him?

      What if they had a baby before me?

      I blinked.

      What was that sound?

      It sounded like a whistle, far off in the distance. An engine was churning away, getting louder by the second. It didn’t sound like a car or truck or boat. I looked up. The sky was darkening, but I didn’t see any airplanes. The roar of the engine boomed louder than the thunder that rumbled overhead.

      Lightning zipped across the ominous sky, and we all jumped.

      A big fat raindrop fell on my cheek, as if even the Heavens didn’t approve of this union.

      I lifted a hand and wiped the drop away as I looked at my father helplessly.

      “This is all your fault, Morticia. Why can’t you just be happy for me?” My father looked at me with such disappointment.

      “I want you to be happy, Dad, but⁠—”

      “Yeah, no one is here because of you. Why do you have to be so creepy?” Samantha pouted. “All I wanted was to be your new mama, honey. What did I ever do to you that was so bad? Why do you hate me?”

      Mama? I mentally rolled my eyes. “I don’t hate you, Samantha.”

      She sniffled. “She won’t even call me Mama. Make her go away, Mortimer. She’s ruining our union.”

      “Seriously?” I gave up trying to be nice.

      “This wedding has become a funeral, I’m afraid,” Father O’Dority said grimly, sending a disapproving look in my direction.

      Sister Mary Agnes furiously worked her rosary beads, her bugged-out eyes gaping behind us. “We’re all doomed because of her.” She thrust a finger in my direction. “The mistress of death.”

      “You’re all crazy.” I shook my head. What the hell was happening here?

      A loud crash sounded behind us, and we all whipped around and screamed. As if in slow motion, a train came barreling through the funeral home, headed right for us. Mayflower had a train? Where were the tracks?

      We were all going to die …

      That was the last thought I had before I closed my eyes in anticipation.

      I screamed again when loud booms startled me, and I fell off my bed. Prying my eyes open, I looked around and realized I was in my bedroom. The boom sounded again, and I breathed a sigh of relief. Someone was knocking on the door to my apartment. I blinked as my words sank in.

      My apartment above Smith’s Funeral Home.

      I ran to my window facing the backyard and lake. The grass was still intact and the house still standing. Thank God I’d been dreaming … more like having a nightmare.

      “Morti, are you going to open the door for me or not?” a male voice snapped with irritation.

      I slipped a robe on and hurried to open the door. My father stood on the other side of the threshold, looking tired and stressed and more than a little frustrated.

      “Dad, you’re okay.” I threw my arms around him.

      “Are you?” he ground out.

      I stepped back at the tone of his voice. “Yes,” I frowned over his narrowed, annoyed eyes, “why?”

      “You were supposed to be at work an hour ago.” He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped his damp forehead. “These damn hormones are worse than the prostate cancer.”

      “Oh, shoot.” I winced, so not ready for menopause and hot flashes. “Sorry about both.” I ran to get dressed. I never overslept.

      “You’re sorry?” He grunted from out in the living room. “You don’t have to deal with Samantha in planning this wedding. Your mother and I eloped, but Samantha wants the whole kit and kaboodle.” He sighed. “This wedding is going to kill me yet.”

      “Then maybe you shouldn’t get married?” I tried one last time, biting my bottom lip as I emerged from my bathroom, dressed and ready to go.

      He scowled. “For the last time, Morti, this wedding is happening. You’re supposed to be my best man. It would be nice if you started acting like it.” He turned around and left without another word, and it suddenly dawned on me … no wonder I’d had a nightmare.

      My life was a literal trainwreck.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night after an insanely busy day at work, since my father was MIA as usual, I was finally home. I showered, leaving my wet, waist-length black hair down to dry, and slipped on my dark gray, sensible cotton t-shirt and matching pants set, even though summer had begun. I didn’t like my legs touching when I slept.

      Skin-on-skin made me clammy.

      I shuddered just thinking about it as I grabbed a pint of Rocky Road ice cream and a glass of milk because, hello, the road I was about to travel as best man in my father’s wedding to a child was definitely going to be rocky.

      I carried my treasures to my gray sofa and took a moment to appreciate my clean, white, minimalist apartment. White, gray, and black made me feel at peace. Too many colors made me anxious. And the only decorations I had were books by my favorite thriller author, Oliver King, taking up any available space.

      I had read every book in his The Shadow Files series and seen every movie adaptation. One of the biggest streaming platforms had even just picked up the series to be adapted to a TV show. I couldn’t wait to binge-watch every episode once the show dropped.

      Pushing the newest book, Behind the Mask, aside to make room for my laptop, I propped my bare feet on my coffee table and logged into The King’s Quills, an online chatroom fan page for lovers of all things Oliver King.

      Mentally and physically exhausted, I had no time to date. Not to mention, I was socially awkward with people in person, especially men. The only way I had ever made it on the cheer team back in high school was because I had three best friends supporting me every step of the way.

      Zoe, Tiffany, and Harmony still did to this day.

      Other than them and our weekly girls’ nights at each other’s houses, I didn’t need anything else except maybe a diet cola. I liked being alone. It had always been just my father and me. When I got old enough, he converted the upstairs of our funeral home into two apartments, so I could have some independence.

      My new Mommy Dearest had already insisted he move in with her, so I was more alone than ever. With my work schedule and spending time with my best friends, I had little time for anything else. Online dating satisfied my need for intimacy, while cybersex and a good vibrator took care of everything else. The problem was …

      I wanted a baby.

      I was nervous about giving birth because of my mother’s experience, but I was allergic to animals, so having a pet for a companion was out. I just really wanted something of my own to love and be loved unconditionally. I knew I could adopt, but a part of me wanted a baby of my own. Someone who was like me genetically, who might actually get what it was like to be me. I knew it was selfish, but if Mommy Dearest had a baby before me, I would seriously lose my mind.

      My screen lit up with a fountain pen avatar that made me smile.

      Collin Quinn was in the room.

      He had been a member of the group as long as I had. We were both superfans of Oliver King, often debating who was the bigger fan, much to the amusement of the other members. There were hundreds of members in our group who lurked, but only a handful of us diehard fans were active. The rest loved to watch and learn. We were even talking about hosting watch parties when the show dropped, but we hadn’t worked all the details out yet.

      Oliver King had never been seen before, and no one knew where he lived.

      He took his privacy seriously, so the people who created his fan page suggested we all use an avatar in his honor. No pictures. My avatar was a shiny star on account of my alias, Sybil Starr. I wasn’t sure how many people used an alias. I simply did because it was more exciting for me to pretend to be someone else. Someone sexy. Someone wild. Someone carefree…

      Someone I would never be in person.

      I didn’t know how I came up with Sybil Starr. It was just there in my mind, so I ran with it and never gave it a second thought. Everyone knew I wrote poetry, but no one knew I secretly wrote fan fiction. Oliver King hated fan fiction, because he believed his work was perfect as-is. I had to agree for the most part.

      It was pretty hard to argue with perfection.

      But in his later works, he’d incorporated a romance thread. Most likely because sex sells, but I found that aspect of the books lacking. So that was the part I loved to secretly rewrite. I didn’t tell the group because of how Oliver King felt about fan fiction, but I was curious how others felt about the romance addition.

      I picked up my laptop and typed a question in the chatroom.

      Sybil Starr: What do you think of the romance in Behind the Mask, Collin?

      Collin Quinn: I don’t. I prefer to focus on the thriller aspect of the novels.

      Collin seemed a little older than me, like maybe fifty. Over the years, I’d learned a bit about all the active members. He was a travel writer, working on a piece about small towns in America and unique aspects they’re known for. He was a serious sort, but not afraid to speak his mind in his own blunt way when it came to the great Oliver King.

      She Wolf: I think everything Oliver King touches turns to gold. He’s brilliant.

      She Wolf’s avatar was a wolf. She never gave us her real name, but she seemed young, like maybe thirty. She did say she was a wildlife conservationist, and it was clear she was obsessed with all of King’s books.

      Hans Brewmeister: Not everything. His last movie was a flop.

      She Wolf: It was not a flop, but any poor reviews have nothing to do with King. That has to do with the people who wrote the adaptation. Movies are never as good as the books, in my opinion.

      Collin Quinn: Agreed.

      Hans Brewmeister: Well, I’m with Starr. I think the romance sucks. His writing is definitely going downhill.

      Hans’s avatar was a mug of beer. He also seemed a little older than me, like in his fifties as well, and he did tell us one time that he owned a craft beer brewery. He was also not afraid to point out the flaws of Oliver King when something displeased him.

      Sybil Starr: I never said the romance sucks, and King’s writing is as stellar as ever, but his heart doesn’t seem to be in the romance aspect.

      Collin Quinn: Maybe it wasn’t his idea to add that aspect, Starr. Ever think of that?

      Tie Dye Dotty: That’s true. I wouldn’t be surprised if his editor pushed for the addition. If you ask me, King can be a bit intense with his words. Maybe he needs a little romance in his own life. Peace and love rule the world, baby.

      Dotty’s avatar was a Scooby Doo Van with pot leaves on the sides. She was admittedly a free-spirited, retired, hippie widow in her seventies, who loved the adventure of Oliver King’s books.

      Captain Rogers: Well, now, there’s a woman after my own heart. I’ll sail off into the sunset to rule the world with you anytime, Dotty, just say when.

      Captain Rogers’ avatar was an anchor. He was a retired navy captain who owned his own luxury yacht and chartered guests around for the fun of it. An admitted scallywag, he read King’s books for ideas for the murder mystery dinners he hosted. Rogers had been sweet on Dotty for a while and kept trying to get her to go on an adventure with him.

      Tie Dye Dotty: You really are a scallywag, Captain.

      Stacy Rose: Well, I personally love Detective Gideon Wolfe and genius reporter Serena Blackwood. I pretend to be Serena in every book.

      Stacy’s avatar was a flower. She was in her forties, based on the fact that she’d been married for twenty-five years and married young. She was an at-home mom and homemaker who seemed really sweet and always had a positive attitude. If we met in person, we would be friends.

      Marky Mouse: I’m with Stacy. I like the chemistry between the two, and I like that King made her smart. She holds her own against him and sees things in his cases that even he misses, and he’s not afraid to give her credit where credit is due. That’s cool.

      Marky’s avatar was a mouse, of course. He, too, was middle-aged, but he was single. He was a cheesemaker who ran his family’s dairy farm in Vermont. He liked to read King novels to unwind, and was open to anyone who wanted to start a private chat, clearly looking for his own smart lady.

      I often wondered if anyone ever took him up on that.

      Suddenly, I got a notification that someone had private-messaged me. I set my empty Rocky Road container on my coffee table, my stomach churning in knots. My finger hovered over the private chat button as I secretly prayed it wasn’t Marky Mouse.

      I clicked on the button and blinked.

      Collin Quinn.

      We had an intense relationship. We would argue over different points of view regarding Oliver King’s work because we were both passionate about the topic and always strove to be right. Then the next minute we would flirt. I could never quite figure out his hot-and-cold personality, but I had always been intrigued.

      This was the first time he had private-messaged me, though.

      Collin Quinn: Hey, stranger, haven’t seen you in cyberspace in a while.

      Sybil Starr: Hey yourself. Been busy.

      Collin Quinn: Writing poetry?

      Sybil Starr: Among other things. You been traveling much?

      Collin Quinn: Some. I’m running out of small towns to research.

      Sybil Starr: I know all about small towns. Mayflower’s the worst.

      Collin Quinn: Mayflower? Connecticut, right?

      Sybil Starr: Massachusetts.

      Crap!

      I always strove to remain anonymous. It was fun to be free. I could say and do anything I wanted without fear of judgement. The minute I was Morticia Smith, men were no longer interested in me. I wasn’t the uninhibited sexy Sybil Starr anymore. I was just plain ol’ boring Morti.

      I stared at the blank screen, wondering if he was still there.

      Collin Quinn: Guess I have another small town to visit.

      Sybil Starr: Wait, you’re coming to Mayflower, Massachusetts?

      Collin Quinn: I don’t see why not. I need more material for my research, and I finally get to meet the infamous Sybil Starr.

      Sybil Starr: I don’t think that’s such a good idea.

      Collin Quinn: It’s happening, Starr.

      Sybil Starr: When?

      Collin Quinn: When you least expect it.

      Sybil Starr: I don’t like surprises, Quinn.

      Collin Quinn: Consider it a plot twist.

      And just like that, he left the private chat.

      Conversation over.

      What would Collin do when he came to town and found out Sybil didn’t exist?

      Something clicked in the far recesses of my brain. Oh my God … Sybil Starr did exist. I suddenly remembered where I had heard the name. She was a girl I went to high school with, who had moved away after graduation to become an adult entertainer with a stage name of Sybil Starr …

      A trainwreck didn’t begin to explain what my life was about to become.
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      “I made a huge mistake,” I said the next day.

      It was my turn to host our weekly girls’ night in my apartment above my family’s funeral home. I was too stressed out to go with a grand theme for food and drinks, so I just pulled together a hodge podge of items I had left over in my fridge.

      “Oh, really? I hadn’t noticed, doll.” Tiffany Eisenhower-McGinnis eyed the half-eaten mac-n-cheese, baked beans, and meatloaf with wide eyes, as she raised golden blonde eyebrows over her periwinkle-blue eyes and pasted on a smile that showed all her teeth. She sipped her dry martini, shaken not stirred.

      Tiff was engaged to Matthew McSteamy McGinnis, our big, strapping, curly-blond-haired local Irish pub owner, with charming baby-blue eyes and dimples to die for. They had adorable five-month-old twins. She ran a spa where she taught sensual massage for a living, but didn’t have to work at all if she didn’t want to. Her late Grammy had left her a fortune after she passed away.

      She missed the grandmother who had raised her, but she was embracing getting to know her parents and twin sister, now that she was forty and had finally forgiven them for giving her away.

      She was the one in our group who always encouraged us to keep going no matter what.

      “You should have called, hon.” Zoe Robinson-Anderson looked at me with sympathy in her amber eyes as she flipped her long caramel locks over her shoulder and poured herself a glass of Chardonnay. “I would have gladly come over early to help you with anything you might need.”

      Zoe was also happily married to our very own sandy-haired, hazel-eyed Dr. Hunkarama, aka Chaz Anderson, with the whisky-smooth voice. Zoe had turned forty-first in our friend group. After twenty years of marriage, her husband left her and their four children to find himself by backpacking across America. Zoe had picked up the pieces of her life and started her own party-planning business. Chaz went to high school with us and was four years younger, but he was happy to raise Zoe’s children as his own.

      She was the one in our group who always hugged us when we were down.

      “Listen, babe, clearly something is up with you. So, spill it. How did you make a huge mistake?” Harmony Jones raised pale-green cat eyes at me and shook her head, her red spiked hair not moving an inch. She popped the top to a beer, and proceeded to order a pizza and wings on her phone to be delivered.

      Harm had just turned forty, and had met her life partner, Byron Studmuffin Storm, a honey-eyed, ponytail-wearing, mental health therapist with as many piercings and tattoos as her. He specialized in sex addiction. After a scandal forced her to go to SAA, even though she wasn’t actually an addict, he became her sponsor, as a favor to the judge. Sparks flew right from the start, causing all sorts of trouble. Harm ran a new-age shop and dabbled in witchcraft for fun, not claiming to be an actual witch. He lived in Boston, and she lived in Mayflower, but they were making it work. They had only just begun dating as an official couple.

      She was the one who always kept things real for us.

      I adored and loved them all and didn’t know what I would do without them. “You know that online book club I told you all about?”

      They nodded.

      “Well, it’s a chatroom for fans of Oliver King.”

      “Isn’t he that thriller author you’re obsessed with?” Tiff sipped her martini, but didn’t touch the food.

      “Yes, and so is everyone else in the group.”

      “Well, at least you’ll meet someone with the same interests as you, so that’s good.” Zoe nodded encouragingly.

      “It would be, except … I used an alias.”

      They all blinked.

      “Why?” Harm quirked a brow at me.

      “Oliver King likes his privacy, so no one knows what he looks like. We all use avatars for our pictures in honor of him. Some people use their real names, and some use an alias.” I shrugged. “I used an alias, because I was afraid if I was my normal self, then no one would like me?”

      “Oh, doll, how could anyone not love you? You’re so smart and funny, and you have no idea how beautiful you actually are.” Tiff squeezed my hand.

      “I’m awkward.” I sighed.

      Harm grunted. “Dude, you’re talking to the queen of sticking-my-foot-in-my-mouth. I was lucky Byron found me charming, when most men considered me a freak.”

      “Yes, but at least you speak. I clam up and no words come out when I’m talking to a man I’m interested in. Hell, I do it when talking to the living, period.”

      “You just haven’t found the right man yet.” Zoe patted my shoulder.

      “Except … maybe I have.” I bit my bottom lip.

      “Shut the casket!” Harmony gaped at me. “Seriously?”

      “Um, details please.” Tiffany popped the olive from her drink into her mouth.

      “His name is Collin Quinn.”

      “Ohhh, I like him already.” Zoe clapped her hands.

      “He’s a travel writer, researching small towns across America from unique angles.”

      “Sounds interesting.” Harmony took a swig of her beer, looking off pensively.

      I thought about that and realized I’d been intrigued by Collin Quinn for a while now. I had just never realized he might actually feel the same way, until our private chat. “He is. We’ve been in the same fan group from the beginning. He actually thinks he’s a bigger Oliver King superfan than me, if you can believe it.”

      Harm barked out a laugh. “As if.”

      “Exactly. Anyway, half the time we’re arguing points about King’s latest book, and the other half we’re flirting. At least I think it’s flirting.”

      “Good for you for putting yourself out there.” Zoe’s tone held pride, as if we were her children.

      I hated to let her down. “Except, I didn’t really.”

      “What do you mean?” Zoe’s brow quirked.

      “Well, I used an alias, remember?”

      “Oh yeah.” Harm nodded. “Well, it’s online, so how is that a problem?”

      “Because he’s coming to Mayflower.”

      They all squealed.

      “What? When? We have so much to do to get ready.” Tiff was already reaching for a notebook and pen.

      “I have no clue,” I admitted. “He said ‘when I least expect it.’”

      “Oh, my goodness, this is so exciting.” Zoe grabbed her day timer.

      “No, it’s terrifying. He threw me off when he slid into my DMs. I didn’t mean to tell him where I lived. I have no clue where he lives.”

      “A cyber relationship isn’t nearly as satisfying as an in-person one, doll.” Tiffany’s tone gentled.

      “Except I’m not who I said I was.” I groaned. “He doesn’t even know what I look like, and I can’t use the alias I chose.”

      “I don’t understand?” Zoe shook her head.

      I paused a beat before I dropped the bomb, revealing how stupid I was. “Because I picked Sybil Starr as my name.”

      All three women gaped at me as obvious recognition dawned. How was it they remembered who Sybil Starr was immediately, and it had taken me so long to figure out?

      Harmony’s jaw fell open. “Um, dude, didn’t the girl we went to high school with, Sylvia Stallone, change her name to Sybil Starr when she went into the adult entertainer business?” She stared at me as if she couldn’t wrap her head around why I would want to use the name of an adult entertainer.

      “Yes,” I grudgingly admitted.

      “Babe, what were you thinking in choosing that name?”

      “I didn’t do it on purpose. It just popped into my head, and I couldn’t remember where I had heard it from. I also never thought I would meet any of these people in person. He’s going to come to town looking for Sybil, but she won’t be here. Everyone in town will tell him she moved away years ago.”

      “Wait, all is not lost. That’s not a bad thing,” Tiff pointed out logically. “Then you can get to know him as yourself. And if there’s not a spark, he’ll be none the wiser and you can move on. Sounds like a win-win to me.”

      “That’s true,” Harm added. “He could be a troll, for all you know.”

      “Love is blind, ladies,” Zoe added her two cents. “It doesn’t matter what he looks like. I think it’s wonderful that you connected without knowing what each other looks like. Beauty on the inside is far more important than external looks.”

      “But looks sure don’t hurt.” Harm laughed.

      “Very true,” Zoe added, “but many times someone you might not have noticed at first becomes beautiful on the outside after you get to know their personalities.”

      Tiffany nodded. “And many princes turn into frogs when you get to know their ugly insides.”

      “With my luck, he won’t even show, so I really don’t know what I’m worried about.” The doorbell rang, and I breathed a sigh of relief. “Pizza’s here.” I ran to the door, hoping that was the last we would hear about Collin Quinn.
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        * * *

      

      A week later I was in the Mayflower library, looking up police procedure for a piece of fan fiction I was writing about Oliver King’s latest book, Behind the Mask. Detective Gideon Wolfe was a brilliant investigator, but reporter Serena Blackwood was an actual genius. King had them arguing over police procedure for a case he was working, which led to a sex scene.

      Don’t get me wrong, the sex was great!

      I shivered, remembering the detail King had put into that scene.

      It was downright delicious, but the motivation was off. It was almost as if someone had told him he needed to add a sex scene, so he just dumped one in without giving it much thought. Sex was about so much more than the physical act. I wanted to feel their emotions. See what was going on in their heads and not just with their bodies. I was invested in these characters, and he wasn’t doing them justice.

      So, I decided to change the scene.

      I glanced around, making sure I was alone, as if someone could read my thoughts. I felt my cheeks flush hot. It wasn’t like I was doing anything illegal, and it certainly wasn’t like Oliver King would ever find out.

      “There you are!” came a voice from behind me, and I jumped.

      Whirling around, I looked at Samantha … er, well, just Samantha. I really did need to find out her last name without coming across as a jerk because I didn’t remember it. I pasted on a smile, trying to be nice, like I promised my father.

      “Here I am.”

      “Shhhhhhh.” Rose Theodore, Mayflower’s librarian, held an arthritic finger up to her lips and gave us a glare. She was a stickler for the rules. She didn’t like anything outside the norm, like when Harmony kept books in her new-age shop. Books that Rose would ban, no doubt. And she certainly wouldn’t approve of my fan faction, desecrating the work of a literary god.

      “Are you avoiding me?” Samantha lowered her sultry voice, pulling me from my thoughts. She crossed her arms over her voluptuous body, encased in a body-hugging daisy-print sundress, and tapped her sandals on the floor in time with the second hand on the clock.

      She was tall with long golden extensions. I didn’t get it. She didn’t look anything like my mother. What was my father thinking? My father was sixty-five and she was only thirty-five. I would be forty in a few weeks.

      My father must be having a senior moment.

      I just hoped he would come to his senses before he signed on the dotted line. “Of course I’m not avoiding you.” I squirmed in my black leisure suit and gray blouse one size too big, tapping my own sensible loafers.

      I hated anything tight that might reveal my shape. It made me feel like no one was looking at my eyes, like they didn’t take me seriously. I had been humiliated by one too many boys back in high school. They only wanted me for my body. No one had ever wanted me for my personality. Ever since we graduated high school, I started wearing conservative clothes and my hair in a tight bun at the nape of my neck.

      Sensible and tidy, just like me.

      “Then why haven’t you returned my calls or text messages?” She narrowed her color-contact enhanced lilac eyes at me.

      “I’m not on my phone much.” I shrugged. “Guess I didn’t see them.”

      “You could try a little harder, you know.” She pouted. “For your father’s sake, at least. He really doesn’t need the added stress.”

      My heart sped up. “Why? Did he have a setback?”

      “No, no, nothing like that. It’s just the hormones are making him, well, hormonal. He cries over everything, and you’re not helping by not being there for him.”

      “He has you now.” I hated not being number one in my father’s eyes anymore. “I didn’t think he needed me, other than to run the funeral home.”

      Her voice softened. “He needs you more than you know. This wedding is a lot for him to handle.”

      I threw my hands in the air. “Then why are you planning such a big one if it’s upsetting to him?”

      She thrust her chin up, and her spine stiffened. “Because it’s my wedding, too. He’s not upset about the wedding details.” She jabbed a long, manicured fingernail in my direction. “He’s upset about you not being on board with this.”

      As much as I hated to admit it, she was right. I was being selfish. If this was what my father wanted, then I had to let him do it, even if I thought he was making the biggest mistake of his life.

      I dropped my hands to my sides, my shoulders slumping slightly. “Fine. I’ll try to do better.”

      “Don’t try … just do.” She spun on her toe and sashayed her way out the library door, colliding with a man who was entering.

      The man frowned and grabbed her arm to steady her. “Might want to look where you’re going before someone gets hurt.”

      She huffed. “Well, that was rude.”

      “Not rude, just stating the facts, ma’am.” He nodded once to her and then his eyes locked onto mine as she stormed out.

      My heart fluttered, and I was unable to speak or look away.

      He wore black jeans over black snakeskin boots and a black, collared, short-sleeved shirt. His hair was black as well and slicked back with silver at the temples. The lines and angles of his face were rigid and sharp, his stormy gray eyes intense behind a cool pair of round glasses that covered the longest eyelashes I had ever seen. Full lips were spotlighted in the center of a sleek, salt and pepper mustache and goatee.

      He arched a brow when I just stood there like a dimwit, staring at him with my mouth open. He tilted his head and then stepped around me as he headed over to the circulation desk where Rose sat. I watched him walk, his gait smooth and stealth like.

      “Can I help you, sir?” Rose tucked her pen behind her ear and squinted up at him.

      “Yes. I’m new to town. Do you happen to know if there is a woman who goes by Sybil Starr that lives here?”

      I sucked in a sharp breath …

      Collin Quinn was in Mayflower.

      He shot me one final odd glance, and I pretended to choke on my gum as I mentally said every prayer I could remember from my youth to no avail. He was no troll …

      And I was royally screwed.
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