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      For Emmy

      

      You are the best cheerleader

      

      always

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 1


          

          
            Seren

          

        

      

    

    
      Not all moments in life are created equal.

      There’s that moment when you’re standing on the dance floor and all eyes are on you—your makeup is perfect, your heart is pounding, and you fit into the dress that hung in your closet for six months waiting for you to lose that last ten pounds.

      You command the attention of everyone in the room.

      All the girls hate you.

      All the boys want you.

      And maybe a few of the boys hate you and a few of the girls want you, but you get the point.

      That moment is not at all the same as the moments you spend lying in bed, your covers up to your chin, binge-watching every season of Grey’s Anatomy for the third time, a half-eaten container of Ben and Jerry’s melting on your nightstand.

      Unfortunately, the moment in which I met Fancy Guy was not a dance-floor moment. It was more of a binge-watching-Grey’s kind of moment. The kind of moment that stretches out and drapes itself over everything rudely. The kind of moment you wish could last forever without anyone discovering it existed.

      That’s when Fancy Guy came into my life.

      In other words, it was a Low Point. In my defense, things for me had not been going well. I should have dusted myself off and ended the pity party, but in those long, never-ending moments, you know what you need, but you don’t know how to get there. Otherwise, you would get there.

      Duh.

      But that’s why I was wearing an old t-shirt of Will’s and boxers with Transformers on them, and that’s why my hair was rucked up in the back, and that’s why I had a Cheerio stuck to my cheek the first time Fancy Guy ever set eyes on me.

      We weren’t off to the best start.

      Actually, he must have thought I was insane.

      He wasn’t entirely wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            Dave

          

        

      

    

    
      The first week of second grade, I found a broken digital camera in a box of discarded junk when I went with Dad to the dump. Mom and Dad never cared what we did with garbage as long as it didn’t smell, so I stuck it in my pocket. While I was supposed to be doing research for a history paper at school, I googled how to fix cameras that turn on and then shut right back off again. I found a blog post that explained what was wrong.

      Once I got home, it only took me twenty minutes to fix it.

      I’ve been jonesing for that same feeling ever since. Taking something that was discarded and fixing it up so that people can use it is the best kind of high. There are very few joys in the world like turning garbage into treasure.

      Since then, I’ve repaired bikes, televisions, and shoes. I’ve replaced buckles on purses and made them look brand new. . .or close, anyway. I learned to patch tires until they work like new ones, although the guy at the tire shop fired me after three weeks for selling too many used tires. Apparently the new ones have a higher profit margin. People throw away a lot of things in this world that could be saved, if there weren’t economic reasons to trash them.

      I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised when my friends started calling me ‘garbage guy.’ But when the people who disliked me picked it up, it became something I couldn’t get rid of, not even in high school or college.

      It didn’t help that my Dad bought a landfill.

      His entire family always found it absolutely hilarious that, with the last name of Fansee, he ran a landfill. But early this year, the city bought the land—for an obscene amount—and now he’s relocated his business to somewhere far cheaper. The upshot for me is that, after a decade and a half of being mocked for a combination of my own proclivities, my surname, and my dad’s occupation, I finally have a plan.

      Because Dad split the profits above the cost of his new landfill between my sister and me.

      I decided to use my share of the after-tax windfall—all two point five million of it—to start a new business. My one criterion was that it had to have nothing to do with trash. After a lot of poking around, a few online tests, and some chats with friends, I decided to invest in an inn. Since I live in Scarsdale, New York, real estate isn’t cheap, but it’s a solid investment. Even if my plans go south, I can probably sell whatever I buy and get most of my money back. I’m looking for a property that can earn me a decent income that will also appreciate over time, like my dad’s landfill. . .only less embarrassing.

      I’ve spent the entire morning with my high school pal, checking out small inns that are in various stages of disrepair. My brain processes numbers easily, but I’m still struggling because of the number of properties we’ve seen. “Are we almost done? Because I can’t remember if the one with the broken windows was near the bank, or whether that was the one with the dead frog.”

      Bernie looks up at the sky as if begging for patience. “The one with the dead frog? Really? That hotel had marble floors, a totally refurbished kitchen, and it was within walking distance of the train station.”

      “Sure, sure,” I say. “Remind me why it wasn’t a slam dunk?”

      “It has that pending lawsuit, and it’s only twenty rooms, which makes it a real risk for the price.”

      It’s been three days of nonstop appointments. I thought it would be fun searching for the perfect inn. But the big difference between hotels and inns, I’ve discovered, is that hotels are generally larger, and inns are often independently owned. Also, they capitalize on being unique. Only, none of the places we’ve seen really stood out as unique to me. Actually, they were all so similar that I’m left identifying them by their location and the dead critters we saw inside.

      “What about that one with the lizard skeleton dangling from the office window?” That one was a screaming deal, for somewhat obvious reasons, but neglect I can handle. In fact, it’s sort of in my wheelhouse. My budget is quite modest for an inn around this area, and that means my best bet is to find a fixer upper.

      “I called on it,” Bernie says. “It’s under contract.”

      I sigh. “You still think. . .”

      “That you’re going to need a partner?” My old friend snorts. “Of course I do. I did mention that I’d be happy to invest.”

      I could save paying him his cut if he was a partner, which would be nice, but he’s also got quite a bit of money saved. The problem is that Bernie’s pushy to the point of being almost overbearing. It annoyed me with school projects. I feel like we might kill each other if we went in together on a business deal.

      “Or if not me, you know that⁠—”

      “Don’t say Bentley,” I say.

      I already know he’s thinking it. Bernie, Bentley, and I have been best friends since kindergarten. I had the only normal name, Dave. And our teacher called us ‘two Bs and a D.’  She thought it was clever. By first grade, the teacher was calling us the three peas in a pod.

      They were right about one thing. We were always together.

      We still talk all the time and hang out regularly, but as hard as it would be to partner with Bernie, I’m pretty sure Bentley would be even worse. He was always the one of us with loads of money, and that gap has only widened with time. I mean, his name kind of says it all. No normal parents would name their kid Bentley. He’s old money, he’s an intellectual, and he’s also stupidly muscular. The only reason I can handle him at all is that he’s also a genuinely kind person.

      Usually.

      But if Bernie’s pushy, Bentley’s the opposite. He never has to be pushy, because he’s always right.

      My sister Danika told me I should just hand my money over to him and ask him to invest it. She’s not wrong. That would be my best play, hands down, but I want to do something with it myself. No one wants to be a sidekick, right? I mean, not in their own life.

      “Remind me again why we’re looking at this one.” I scrunch up my nose against the blinding rays of the early morning sun, most of my enthusiasm gone now that we’re on our fourth day of looking. The old house is elegant, and the lot it sits on is enormous, especially for this area. But it needs a new roof ASAP, as well as a new coat of paint, and that’s probably just the beginning. “Our first order of business would be to tear out the enormous and overgrown garden, and that alone feels like a lot of work.” If it were well-maintained, maybe, but we’ve seen places that were bigger and they were in better locations to boot.

      We’ve definitely seen plenty of places that had more rooms. “How many rooms did you say you thought we could get out of it?”

      Mostly we’ve looked at functioning inns. This one’s a house we’d have to convert into an inn. More work. More repairs.

      More hassle.

      No thanks.

      “Dave.” Bernie sighs. “This is the one I was telling you about last night. It just came back on the market.”

      I blink, reevaluating. “Wait, you mean the one Audrey Colburn’s daughter owns?”

      “The one Audrey Colburn lived in her entire married life. The one her granddaughter now owns.”

      “You think that would still be a draw? I mean, I’ve heard the name, sure, but she was a star back when movies were black and white, right?”

      Bernie sighs. “You’re so uncultured, and no. Her movies were in color.”

      “Either way, the number of people who know who she is must be dwindling, right?”

      Bernie looks like it’s a real imposition to have me as a friend. “It’s not about how many people remember her—look. Didn’t you say you wanted to change your image?”

      I run my hand across my face. “It’s not like it’s my top priority, though. I mean, I’m sick of being called the garbage guy, but⁠—”

      “Nothing says classy like Audrey Colburn. Okay?”

      “Fine, but we still evaluate this one with the same criterion as all the others. Total doors matters. We look at likely profit relative to the total cost.”

      Bernie unlocks the door, and I prepare myself to be impartial. Nothing I see inside will sway me one way or another. I’ll tally up the costs and the possible profits, just like I always do, and I’ll assign some kind of value to the reputation that comes along with the house and that will be it. I mean, I don’t want my future kids to be mocked for having the last name of Fansee and a dad who owns a trash company, but it’s not as if that’s all that matters.

      I have to be able to earn a living, too.

      The front door creaks as it opens, which doesn’t seem promising, but as we walk into a very large, very spacious entryway, I can’t help feeling that it’s a happy space. That might sound crazy. I mean, it doesn’t have the twenty-foot ceilings of the place from last night or the enormous chandelier of that first one by the train station, but it’s open, it’s bright, and it’s clearly got personality. The sunlight streams indirectly from the big bay windows, which all look out onto the wide porch. The wood inside the front rooms is warm and inviting. There are beautiful plaster medallions on the wall and ceiling.

      I mean, the trim paint’s peeling, the floors are weathered in a few spots, there are dust bunnies making babies, and it smells a little bit like mothballs.

      But even so, I like it a lot more than I expected.

      We slowly walk the place, now that I’m in a better mood, and we start talking about how many doors we could squeeze out of it, realistically.

      “Think of it, though,” Bernie says. “The rooms could have names and be themed from her movies. Or the famous people who came and stayed in them, if we could figure that out. This place has history.”

      “I guess.” I study the profit loss sheet. It’s still not anywhere near the top of the list there.

      “It’s an old house,” Bernie’s still gushing, “but Audrey was ahead of her time. Fourteen of these rooms have bathrooms adjacent to them. Those other four rooms—the study, the library, the sun room, and the music room—could be remodeled to add an en suite bathroom pretty easily. That brings us up to eighteen rooms, and I hear there’s a carriage house.” Bernie looks as impressed as I feel.

      “What’s a carriage house?” I feel like I’ve heard that term before, but I’m not sure what it means.

      “It’s like a guest house, maybe?” Bernie looks confused. “I think the gardener and chauffeurs used to live there, back before they had power tools and one yard crew could come through and clean this place up in three hours.”

      The idea of having a live-in gardener at someone’s personal residence is mind-boggling to me.

      “I wonder why the granddaughter’s selling,” I say. “You’d think she’d want to stay here, right?”

      Bernie frowns. “As I understand it, she has to sell.”

      “What?” Now I feel a little. . .predatory. “Why?” I need to know more or I’ll drown in guilt for someone I don’t know.

      He shrugs. “Zoning, maybe? It was grandfathered in for years, but now it’s transferred to another generation, I heard it can’t be a residence anymore.”

      “Wait, so she’s getting kicked out?” Now I feel downright awful. “What happens if she can’t sell it?” I follow Bernie out the side door and around a bend, where a cute little one-story house comes into view through a path that’s flanked on each side by rows of huge oak trees.

      “Would you want to keep a building you couldn’t live in and had no other use for?”

      I guess not.

      “You’re doing her a favor,” he says. “Stop worrying. Her last sale fell through, and she can’t want to keep something she can’t even live in. We’re not the big bad guy, swooping in and ruining her life. I’m sure she’s a pampered little princess, who probably only summered here anyway.”

      Thinking about it like that, I feel better. I could give this place life. It occurs to me that, although the house was entirely empty in an almost morose way, we could decorate it in the period that Audrey was popular. We could even include placards and prints about her movies on the walls. Then even people who don’t care about her at all would get the feel of what it means to be in such a graceful and cheerful house.

      I’ve been casting around for the last few days for any kind of theme—really successful inns need themes, apparently—and this is the first one that has felt viable. Once Bernie unlocks the carriage house, I have an epiphany.

      “You know, we could make this little house available for family gatherings and private parties. People who want to book a few rooms for privacy, but want the convenience of a shared space. It might make it even more attractive to some people.”

      Bernie’s jotting some notes down, and I’m actually thinking of giving the sprawling green monstrosity a chance, when we hang a right and turn into a large bedroom that must be the master. It’s the first room that has been furnished, if you consider a lumpy mattress in the center of the floor furniture. But that’s not the biggest surprise.

      Not at all.

      The biggest surprise is the woman whose head pops up in the center of the mattress, her hair sticking up at strange angles as if she’s auditioning for a role in a Dr. Seuss play.

      “Buh?” She spins around in the middle of the mattress like she’s under attack from all sides. She finally identifies where we are, and blinks repeatedly. “What are you doing here?”

      There’s a Cheerio stuck to her left cheek, and the other side of her face is covered in pink lines that I assume are from the pressure of the bunched-up sheets being shoved against her face until this very moment.

      She drags the errant sheet upward and back over her head with an inelegant groan.

      “The listing said the property’s vacant,” Bernie hisses. “Plus. It’s not zoned as residential.” He blinks and regroups. “I’m so sorry to invade your space.”

      “Don’t apologize to her,” I say. “Obviously she’s not supposed to be here. Call the owner’s agent and tell them a vagrant has broken in.”

      “Vagrant?” When she sits up this time, her voice is so shrill it could practically shatter glass. “Vagrant?”

      Bernie splutters impressively. “Mr. Fansee didn’t mean that.”

      “Did your footman or whatever just call you Mister Fancy?” She rubs at her eyes. “Or am I dreaming in Disney again?”

      “Fan-see,” I say, as if pronouncing the word again will explain anything. “Like the word ‘fan.’ And then the word ‘see,’ like, what you do with your eyes. But shoved together.”

      Now the probably-not-homeless woman scowls. “No one told me there was going to be a showing today.”

      “That’s my fault,” Bernie says. He’s staring at his phone, tapping through things furiously. “I thought I read that it was vacant, and I didn’t realize⁠—”

      “The listing still clearly indicates that showings must be made in advance and that they’re by appointment only.” The woman sighs, as if this has happened before. She finally notices the Cheerio, but instead of brushing it away in embarrassment, she plucks it carefully off her cheek. . .and pops it in her mouth. “It’s fine.” She chews, swallows, yawns, and then stands up.

      She’s wearing Transformer booty shorts, that I believe were once men’s boxers, and a black t-shirt that says, “Stone Temple Pilots” in simple, white, block lettering. There’s a large yellow star underneath the name, and someone has written “suck” in black sharpie across the star.

      Which means, the message now reads, “Stone Temple Pilots suck.”

      “It should be ‘sucks,’” I say.

      “What?” Her brow furrows.

      Without the Cheerio to distract me, I can’t help noticing how attractive she is. Her long legs, her beautiful, shiny, chocolate hair.

      But that’s really not why I’m here—ogling a crazy woman. “Stone Temple Pilots is the name of a band, which is a singular entity. So it should be ‘sucks.’ The descriptor should tie to the plurality of the noun.”

      When she spears me with a glare, I realize her eyes are so light blue that they’re nearly white.

      Like tinted ice chips.

      That’s what they remind me of.

      “You woke me up. You called me a vagrant. And now you’re correcting the grammar of a t-shirt that’s slamming a rock band.” She shakes her head and then gestures wildly at the door. “Get out.”

      “I’m not sure you should say that to someone who’s interested in purchasing. . .” Bernie trails off.

      “My house?” She drops her hands to her hips. “You may not be sure who I am, but I’m not confused. This property is definitely mine. Now you, get out.” She frowns, and then, as if she’s very annoyed by having to do it, she tacks on one more word. “Please.”

      In that moment, I fall hard for this Cheerio-eating, disheveled, feisty, undeniably broken woman. Just like the moment I found that camera twenty years ago, I can’t help my overpowering desire to lean forward and pick her up.

      I want to fix her. Badly.

      Of course, I do manage not to lean toward her or touch her in any way. I’m quite sure she’d punch me, or sue me, or something even worse. But I can’t stop staring, and I most certainly don’t get out when she orders me. . .please notwithstanding.

      “But I want this place,” I say.

      My real estate agent splutters.

      I fold my arms. “This is the one.” So much for evaluating it impartially.

      “You can’t just say that in front of the owner,” Bernie hisses. “It destroyed any bargaining power we might have had.”

      “What do you want for it?” I ask.

      “It’s listed at five point four million,” she says. “So that’s what I want. Five point four million.”

      “But it’s not worth that right now,” I say. “The roof is about to cave in. The gardens look like a jungle, and the floors have pretty significant signs of wear. Be reasonable.”

      She huffs. “Do you want it or not?”

      “I’m asking how much you’ll honestly take for it.” I can’t help chuckling. “Come on. You’re illegally squatting in a place that’s not zoned residential, and you’re saving last night’s dinner on your cheek for a little snack the next morning. You’ve got to have some wiggle room in that price.” Although now that I think about it, she’s not really the spoiled princess Bernie said she’d be. Honestly, she looks like she could use the money. Shouldn’t Audrey Colburn’s granddaughter be fairly well-off?

      But what if she’s not?

      What if she doesn’t want to sell, but she has to sell? What if she’s squatting here because she has nowhere else to go, and no money with which to find a new place until this is gone?

      “Well, you were honest with me about wanting it, so I’ll come clean, too. I owe the bank a little over two million, thanks to Uncle Sam’s taxes and my family’s failure to plan for a catastrophic tragedy that left everything to a grandchild—me. Oh, and there’s property taxes from last year due, not to mention the fact that we’re halfway through this year, and the property taxes are steep. Also, as I assume your agent told you, thanks to some zoning laws, I can’t live here anymore unless I’m a live-in manager of some kind of business, which clearly I’m not.” Her lower lip wobbles.

      I didn’t really even have a chance. She’s so gloriously damaged that I’m practically itching to fix her. The wobbling lip and the movie-star face are overkill. “How about this? I pay off the bank.”

      “Huh?” She scratches her head, and somehow it makes her hair stick out in even more directions than before. I wouldn’t have thought it possible.

      “After that, I’ll still have a half million left that we can use to fix it up, buy furniture, and pay the taxes. If you throw in your share in the house, we’ll be co-owners, fifty-fifty, and you can help me restore, decorate, and furnish it. Then we can run it as an inn together.”

      “Is he insane?” the crazy lady asks, clearly addressing Bernie.

      “I’ve thought so for a while,” my friend says.

      He’s so disloyal.

      “I’m not insane,” I say. “We would own this place free and clear if we went in as equal partners, and you could live here, on property as you are now, only legally, if we listed you as the caretaker. You’d still own your family home, plus you’d get around the zoning laws. The taxes would be easier to pay from here on out, too, with an income. It’d kind of be like having your cake and eating it too, right?”

      “Running it as an inn?” She frowns. “It’s not big enough. We’d have to call it a bed and breakfast.”

      “Anything over ten rooms and below twenty-five is usually classed as an inn, and it qualifies. Besides, if we called it a B&B, we’d have to provide a real breakfast,” I say.

      She shrugs. “Realistically, most inns do that too, don’t they?”

      “I can’t cook,” I admit.

      “So you hire someone,” she says. “But as it happens, I can cook. It’s one of the few things I actually do reasonably well.”

      I’m understandably skeptical of that claim, thanks to the errant Cheerio, but I don’t bother arguing. “We can work out the details—like what to call it and what color to repaint it—later. Are you in?”

      Bernie’s shaking his head desperately, like he’s terrified I’m not kidding. “I don’t think you can do this⁠—”

      I hold up my hand. “It feels a little sudden, but that’s how I operate. When I make up my mind, I move ahead, and I have a feeling this is going to help us both.”

      The woman straightens up, and there’s a little spark in her eye, like the power flooding into that camera the very first time I turned it on. It’s glorious when something comes back to life, and I’m beginning to think she just needed the reminder of who she is. “I’m Serendipity Audrey Colburn.” She pauses then, her eyes lighting up until they’re delightfully bright. “But Serendipity’s a horrible name for a girl, so I go by Seren.”

      “Nice to meet you, Seren.” I hold out my hand.

      She swallows and sighs. “I’m not sure you’ll think it was very nice if we go through with this insane plan.”

      “Why?” I keep my hand extended, and bob it up and down a bit to try and get her to reach out.

      “Because you’ve just met the unluckiest person in the entire world. If you go into business with me, I’ll probably just drag you down with me.”

      “I’m willing to take that risk,” I say.

      She frowns. “I’ll do it on one condition.”

      “Okay.” This would usually be where she’d share what that condition was, so I wait.

      “No matter what happens, you vow never to date me.” She tilts her head. “If we do this, and we wind up dating, the whole deal’s off. I want that put in writing.”

      I can’t keep my lip from twitching. “I may seem hasty, or rash, but surprisingly, I have no trouble finding women to date. I don’t need to date my business partner.”

      “So you agree?” She arches one eyebrow. “If we ever date, the whole partnership will be dissolved in my favor?”

      In her favor? What does that mean? “Wait.”

      “If you want to date me, you’ll have to sell your shares to me.” She shrugs. “For fair market value.”

      “If you can get a loan, you mean?” I ask.

      “We can let the lawyers work out that part, but it’s my family home. If we date, you’re the one who walks away.”

      She’s gorgeous. I’ll give her that. But I feel like I’ll be able to resist the temptation just fine. I like to fix things. I have never once wanted to keep any of the items I repaired. “Sure.”

      “Well then, Mr. Fancy,” she says. “Let’s do it.” She reaches for my hand.

      And when our fingers touch, an electric thrill runs through my entire body that’s so shocking, so unexpected, and I almost recant. She drops my hand like a hot potato, so clearly it’s not reciprocated.

      Which means it’ll still be fine. I have a feeling this new chapter in my life, co-owning an inn, is going to be amazing. No longer will I be the Garbage Guy.

      I’m going into business with Audrey Colburn’s granddaughter. It doesn’t get much more elegant than that, cheek-Cheerios aside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Seren

          

        

      

    

    
      From the time I was born, people have told me how lucky I am.

      “You’re so lucky to look just like your grandmother! People would kill for looks like yours.”

      Except, I have zero interest in being an actress, or a model, or anyone that other people obsess about. I’m the kind of person who was born to hide in my house and pretend I didn’t hear the doorbell. That means looks like mine are more of a curse than anything else.

      “You’re so lucky you don’t like chocolate, soda, or candy! It keeps you so thin.”

      Sure, I’m thin because I don’t enjoy the things other people do. Also, whenever it was time for a holiday or a birthday, everyone else would get something. . .and I’d get an apologetic look. “Sorry. I had no idea what to get you.” So I got nothing.

      “You’re so lucky to be naturally athletic.”

      Except I hate having lots of people look at me, so playing in any kind of sanctioned sporting event was pure torture.

      “You’re so lucky to be so academically gifted!”

      But my amazing grades convinced Mom and Dad that sending me to cooking school would be a mistake. They insisted I attend an ivy league school, which I hated. The only way I learned what I wanted to learn was by taking cooking classes at night.

      “You’re so lucky you were born into a family with so much money.”

      That one was true, at least, until Dad inadvertently mixed pain pills with alcohol and crashed our rental van into a bus on a vacation. The money our family once had disappeared under the weight of so many lawsuits, I couldn’t even read through them all.

      “You’re lucky to be alive.”

      That’s the one I hate more than any other. When your entire family—grandmother, parents, brother, sister, nephews, and husband—all die in an automobile accident, it’s not luck to be the sole survivor.

      It’s a curse.

      Every time someone tells me how lucky I am, I want to stab them in the eye with a pitchfork. I want to yank the pitchfork out and throw their excised eyeball on the ground. And then?

      I want to stomp on it.

      My ‘furious and excessive yelling’ the third time my boss told me how lucky I was to be alive landed me in an inpatient facility shortly after I returned to work.

      That was fun.

      After a month of intensive therapy and group sessions, the state of New York, luckily, proclaimed me all better.

      Goodie.

      What I really learned was how to take all my rage and pain and stuff them deep, deep down so that no one knew they were there.

      Hiding in my house helped, too.

      What hiding did not help me do was earn enough money to pay the monthly payment on the mortgage that I had to take out thanks to the generational skipping transfer tax. It also did not help me earn money to pay for the utilities or the exorbitant state and local taxes on the mansion. By the time I realized how far behind I was, I was in too deep to do anything about it.

      That’s when my lawyer—moments before firing me for non-payment—suggested I contact a real estate agent and list the house. It’s my one remaining asset of any value, so I ought to sell it before the government or the bank take it from me.

      Which is why I’m staring at a crazy guy, who looks an awful lot like a slender Henry Cavill, and who apparently wants to partner with me in turning Grandma’s charming, impractical country estate into a bed and breakfast. We’d hopefully be able to pay the taxes, but only because visitors will want to gawk at everything that made her a graceful and admired movie star.

      And they’ll probably gawk at me too, if they have half a chance.

      Basically, my choices are to sell this house and lose the very last thing I have to remind me of my family, or to partner with this loony man who will turn the last thing I have to remind me of my family into something I despise.

      Neither option seems too great, if I’m being honest.

      Which is how I know it’s definitely my life. I’m the queen of not-great options. Instead of naming me Serendipity, which has turned out to be a real cosmic joke, they should have named me Desdemona, which fittingly means ill-fated. Bonus: it still sounds nice.

      Maybe if they’d named me Desdemona, I’d have good luck. Clearly no one has told Mr. Fancy that everything about me spells utter doom. He has no idea he’s pitching his idea to the grim reaper of success.

      I feel a little bad, but of the two awful options, I think I’d rather ruin something I love than lose it entirely. At least that way, when this plan crashes and burns as it inevitably will, I probably won’t be as sad to lose it. Plus, I’ll have a legal place to sleep while I wreck this poor man’s life with my bad juju.

      “We can work out the details—like what to call it and what color to repaint it—later. Are you in?”

      His poor real estate agent’s shaking his head so hard, I’m worried he’ll rattle his brains right out his ears. “I don’t think you can do this⁠—”

      “It feels a little sudden, but that’s how I am,” the man says. “When I make up my mind, I move ahead, and I have a feeling this is going to help us both.”

      He’s here looking to buy my family’s place, but he really doesn’t know my name? “I’m Serendipity Audrey Colburn.”

      The world’s most ironic and absurd name.

      That’s when it hits me that, for the first time in my life, I don’t have to be Serendipity. It’s a stupid name that never fit me.

      I’ve always hated it.

      But like a dog with a new owner that still needs to be able to answer to a name it’s heard all its life, I’m scared to jettison it entirely. “But Serendipity’s a horrible name for a girl, so I go by Seren.”

      I let that name roll around in my brain for a bit. Seren.

      And then it sinks in, like water disappearing onto dry sand. Just as easily, just as seamlessly, I have a new name. Seren.

      I love it.

      It’s the first thing I’ve loved in a very, very long time.

      “Nice to meet you, Seren.” He has unknowingly become the first person to ever call me by my new name. Then he holds out his hand.

      He’s such a polite, upright-looking guy, and even though he looks like Henry Cavill, he has a different energy somehow.

      It hits me then.

      He reminds me of Mr. Bingley in Pride and Prejudice, with his bubbly, happy, optimistic expressions.

      What happens when Mr. Bingley meets Eeyore?

      Does the world explode?

      I ought to take his hand, but that feels. . .greedy and selfish. Do I really have the right to drag this man down by letting him affiliate with the harbinger of all misery? “I’m not sure you’ll think it was very nice if we go through with this insane plan.”

      “Why?” He’s still holding his hand out, and his eyes are encouraging. Did God just send me my own little cheerleader? Or is this just another cosmic joke? I’m sick of waiting for the punch line in my life. It’s never funny to be the butt of the joke.

      Poor Mr. Bingley deserves some kind of warning, though I might be disappointed if he takes it. “Because you’ve just met the unluckiest person in the entire world. If you go into business with me, I’ll probably just drag you down with me.”

      “I’m willing to take that risk.”

      I should tell him no. This deal only really benefits me. Am I really selfish enough to doom him? Then again, my bad luck usually only hurts people who are permanently linked to me.

      Like my husband.

      I feel like sinking to my knees and bawling. It’s been a good half hour since I felt that way, so it’s about time. Even so, it’s hard to ignore it and stuff that feeling deep, deep down. I can’t help letting a bit of it out via a frown.

      And then I have an idea. “I’ll do it on one condition.”

      “Okay.” He looks. . .curious.

      Which is not the goal. I’m trying to warn him and set a boundary that might keep this poor man safe. I try to sound as stern as I possibly can. “No matter what happens, you vow never to date me.”

      Because if he’s just a business partner, well. Nothing terrible has ever happened to my bosses or co-workers. But how do I enforce that? A lot of men and women who spend time together wind up falling for each other. What could I say that will keep him safe?

      That’s when an idea strikes. “If we do this, and we wind up dating, the whole deal’s off. I want that put in writing.”

      “I may seem hasty, or rash, but surprisingly, I have no trouble finding women to date. I don’t need to date my business partner.” He looks like he thinks it’s all some kind of joke, or worse, the start of a cheesy romantic comedy.

      I double down again on my sternest look, and I make my tone as fourth-grade-schoolteacher as I can manage. “So you agree?” I arch an eyebrow just like Mrs. Maynard used to do. “If we ever date, the whole partnership will be dissolved in my favor?”

      “Wait.” Now he’s frowning. He’s starting to get it, maybe. I mean it, poor Mr. Bingley. Our partnership will not turn into some Hallmark movie plot.

      “If you want to date me, you’ll have to sell your shares.” I’ve made him look nervous. Hold the line, Seren. “For fair market value.”

      “If you can get a loan, you mean?” he asks.

      “We can let the lawyers work out that part, but it’s my family home. If we date, you’re the one who walks away.”

      Okay, and now he’s decided I’m a complete narcissist, which is fine, I suppose. As long as it keeps him away. “Sure,” he says, clearly disillusioned and rethinking his entire proposal.

      Actually, it’s pretty impressive that I could convince him that I think so highly of myself, given that he initially thought I was homeless. Actually, now that I think about it, I kind of am homeless.

      “Well then, Mr. Fancy,” I say before he changes his mind. “Let’s do it.” I grab the hand he’s still holding out, albeit with much less enthusiasm than before.

      When our fingers touch, his eyes widen, and he yanks his hand away. Which is kind of strange. I haven’t showered yet, but I don’t smell. Much. Why would he recoil like that? That’s when I realize that my hands are still sticky from the sugary milk in the bowl of Cheerios I ate before dropping off to sleep last night.

      Ugh.

      How typical a start for me. Our first partnership handshake, and I’m already ruining it with my gross, late-night snacking habits.

      At least he leaves rather quickly after setting up a time for us to meet with his lawyer. I suppose we’ll have to see whether he changes his mind, and what kind of language they put in the contract. I’ve had enough bad experiences with lawyers that I’ll believe this is happening when I literally see the terms on the page.

      Which reminds me. . .my lawyer fired me. And I’m not dumb, but I’m also no contract guru. I realize I’m going to have to do something I’ve been avoiding.

      Call Corey and ask for help.

      It won’t be that bad. Honestly. But I hate asking for help, and Corey’s always so unintentionally condescending. “Of course you want me to look over this contract,” he’ll say. “They’re confusing, and you should make sure you don’t get ripped off.”

      I mean, that’s why I need his help, but I already know that’s why. The fact that he’ll spell it out sort of makes sure I know he’s so much better at business than I am.

      Maybe I’m just irrationally irritable.

      I should be calmer before I call to ask for a favor. I decide to shower and get ready for the day before calling him. That will give me time to prepare for his brand of I’m the right guy for every job.

      Most girls love it, I know.

      He’s constantly blanketed with women. I’m lucky to have him for a lifelong best friend. If we hadn’t met at that vending machine in elementary school, arguing over who deserved the last package of peanut butter crackers, I have no idea how I’d have survived the Accident.

      That’s what I call it now.

      It gives it an air of mystery and also an elegant feeling of tragedy, I think. Although I doubt anyone else can hear the capital A, in my head, it’s clear.

      Once I’m showered and my hair is done, I dress for another day of looking for a job. I just need to find one that’s okay with hiring a head case. I tap the favorites tab, where I still have a whole row of numbers listed that no longer exist, and I scroll to the bottom.

      Corey Fairchild.

      I swallow.

      Do I really need help? Can’t I handle this alone?

      I decide to think about it while I look for a job, and I head out the front door. The walk from the carriage house to the garage where my Toyota Camry’s parked helps me clear my head, and I feel a little better already. Maybe I won’t need help with a contract if it’s simple. Maybe it’ll just say we’re fifty-fifty partners, and that we’ll be using Grandma’s house as an inn.

      Surely I can handle that alone.

      When I press the button to open the garage door, the man walking past freezes. It takes me several seconds to realize why.

      It’s Corey.

      “I thought you were in Sri Lanka,” I say.

      “I came back a week ago,” he says. “I’ve called four times.”

      I drop my keys on the seat of the car and turn, leaving the door hanging open.

      Corey’s reached me by now, and he wraps me up in a tight hug. So many things have changed since third grade, but not this. He feels safe. Nothing ever hurts Corey, and nothing changes him, either.

      His light brown hair’s parted on the right side and combed neatly, the same as always. He’s wearing the same pants and sport coat combination he always wears, with his tie a little loosened at the top. His light brown eyes are alert and attentive, just as they always are.

      But more than anything else, the thing that defines Corey is his sardonic humor and quintessential lip twist.

      “Where are you going?” he asks. “Feel like having a tagalong?” And there it is—his self-deprecatory reference to himself as someone I might not want around.

      Although, in this instance, he’s right. “I doubt you’d help me at my job interview.”

      “Why are you interviewing?” His brow furrows. “I thought you loved your job.”

      I did. It’s true. It was very nearly my dream job, except for my boss. “I did,” I say. “Until I didn’t.” I shrug. “Time for something new.”

      “How long have you been looking?”

      I’m way too embarrassed to tell him that, after a generous four-month leave, one week back at work, and a month at the nuthouse, I’ve been unemployed for the last six months. The last thing I want from Corey is pity. He’s probably one of the only people on earth who almost understands how I’m feeling, but unlike me, when his cousin died, he didn’t fall apart.

      He doubled down on work and became even more successful.

      “Are you liking your promotion?” I ask. “Or is all the travel too much?”

      “I liked it at first. It helped take my mind off Will. But then it started to wear on me.” He shrugs. “Doesn’t matter now. I got another promotion, and I’ll mostly be around. You’re looking at the Chief Financial Officer of Harcourt Holdings.”

      I can hardly believe it. “Whoa, are you serious?” My husband—his cousin—would have been so proud. “That’s what you said you wanted. You did it!” I do the math in my head. “And in way less than fifteen years.”

      “Seven.” Corey’s sideways smile’s back.

      “That’s amazing, really.” I force a smile that I almost feel. “But I better head out. My job’s not going to find itself.”

      Corey frowns. “I thought you had an interview.”

      “More like I plan to have an interview.” I tap the side of my head. “Therapist says to envision my success.” What a load of crap.

      That does not reassure Corey, either. “There can’t be that many excellent pastry chef positions in Scarsdale. What’re you doing to look?”

      This is the part of Corey I hate. If I can’t escape, I’ll be stuck telling him that mostly I just go to places and try their desserts. I study the menu, and I decide whether they might like my desserts better. . .or whether I might even want to work there. I’ve only applied at six places in the last six months, and none of them wanted me.

      That’s also not something I want to tell him.

      It’s not something I really want to tell anyone.

      But Corey knows that while I liked my job, the real reason I loved cooking was because I wanted to cook for my family. I loved making food for big get-togethers. I loved making treats for friends. I loved doing something that no longer needs to be done—because I have no family left.

      “We should get together for a meal soon,” I force myself to say, when really all I want to do is go back to my gross mattress, eat a bowl of Cheerios, and cry. “I can even cook if you want.”

      He tosses his thumb over his shoulder. “What’s with the FOR SALE sign over there? You’re not really selling Grandma’s place, right?”

      Maybe some things do change. Corey used to feel safe, but right now, talking to him feels like I’m tiptoeing around landmines. I force a nonchalant shrug. “I mean, it’s way more space than I need, and⁠—”

      “But one day, you may want that space.” He looks so doggedly earnest.

      “I mean, maybe,” I say. “But the taxes are outrageous, and⁠—”

      “Just don’t rush into anything. I pulled up the listing, and how did you get all those photos of the rooms? They’re completely empty! Did you put everything in storage?”

      Traveling’s a drag, but his absence made some things much easier. He’d have flipped out at the estate sale where people bid on all Grandma’s stuff. He’d have absolutely lost it when I settled all those lawsuits against Dad’s estate en masse, and when I signed over all the proceeds from Grandma’s estate to Dad’s, as the executor, so the funds could settle them.

      If Grandma hadn’t died four full days before Dad, it might have been easier, but as it is. . .Everything passed to him, and then on to me. The one asset that was in a trust and went straight to me got hit with the GST. It was all such a huge mess.

      Corey would be threatening to sue the lawyers who set it all up, if he knew. But it’s not like they were drawing up estate documents with the idea that Dad might cause an epic wave of lawsuits. No one could have predicted what happened in the Accident.

      If we could have, it never would have happened. Obviously.

      Eventually, he’s going to find out about my partnership idea. I may as well brace myself and deal with it now.

      Although. To avoid another train wreck in the future, maybe I should enlist his help. Ugh.

      “Some people have to rush,” I say. “If I don’t rush, the bank may take it.”

      He frowns. “Why would the bank take it?”

      I swallow. “There were some lawsuits after Dad. . . And then there was that generation skipping transfer tax on the house. I had to take out a loan.”

      He blinks. “That’s. . .are you sure that’s right?”

      “Corey, trust me.” I can’t deal with him telling me I’m an idiot right now. “But I already got an offer, and I’m meeting with the possible buyer tomorrow.”

      All my plans of looking for a new job evaporate as Corey digs down like a bulldog with his jaws around a sheep’s neck. Two hours later, he’s still ranting about it. “—could even consider going into partnership with someone you don’t even know.”

      “Then come with me,” I say, “to our meeting. Meet him and look over the business plan yourself.”

      He sits then, his eyes intent on mine. “Why didn’t you tell me before?” I hate how hurt he looks. “I could have helped you. I still can. Let me pay off the taxes and get the mortgage up to date, at least. Then you can find a job and make a decision with room to think.”

      “And I’d owe you and the bank, and even when I find a job, I’ll never be able to pay all that back. Especially with utilities and repairs on a house like this.” I sigh. “Corey, do you know what the monthly bills on this place are? Last month, even vacant, I owed almost five hundred dollars on the main house just in electricity. And this little cottage house where I’m living cost another hundred and fifty.”

      “Sure, I get what you’re saying, but I can⁠—”

      I put my hand on his arm. “You don’t get it, because your life is nothing like mine. This is happening. If you want to help me, come to the meeting on Wednesday.”

      He looks almost sad when he says, “I’ll be there.”
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      One time, when I was eleven, I happened to run into my teacher from school at the grocery store.

      I was reaching for the perfect apple, which was obviously at the bottom of the pile, when a woman my mother’s age took issue and began chewing me out. Almost a full minute into her lecture, I realized who she was.

      She had barely looked at my face, so I doubt she recognized me either.

      “Mrs. Gant?” I interrupted.

      Her eyes widened.

      “I can’t believe that’s you.”

      Mrs. Gant, you see, always had the most beautiful hair. It was long, it was shiny, and it fell down her back in a waterfall. She also wore perfectly pressed, immaculately tailored clothes, which were so amazing that even kids at the school talked about them. She wouldn’t let us use pens in class, because once a kid accidentally made a dark mark on one of her fancy cream blouses. Mrs. Gant wore stylish shoes too, tall boots and trendy high heels, cute sneakers and strappy sandals.

      She did not have dark circles under her eyes and frizzy hair, glasses that slid down her nose, and baggy grey sweatpants. In a million years, I’d never have even fathomed that she would wear a huge old t-shirt, bunched up at the waist and half-tucked into the sweatpants.

      But of course, that’s what she was wearing and that’s how she looked that day at the store. As an adult, I can understand how that happens. My mother would take great care to apply her makeup each morning, and she usually took the time to curl her hair with hot rollers. But occasionally, with nothing to do and nowhere to go, she’d skip all that work and just be. With the perspective of an adult, the shocking difference between the teacher who taught me reading and writing and science and the woman who shouted outrageously over the right way to remove an apple from a stack wasn’t as shocking.

      But that day? I was poleaxed.

      I later discovered that Mrs. Gant had a crush on the PE coach and all that impressive effort was to make sure she caught his eye. It worked. They were married right before I graduated from elementary school, and everyone at the school kept talking about it.

      In all the years between then and now, I’ve still never seen a transformation quite as marked as the one Mrs. Gant—now Mrs. Meade—made from her personal shopping persona to her business one.

      Until today.

      When Seren Colburn walks through the door to meet with me and review the agreement I had drawn up, I don’t even recognize her at first.

      What I previously thought might be a passing resemblance to her famous grandmother, I now see is an uncanny likeness. Her dark hair’s pulled back into a smooth and elegant French twist. Her thick eyebrows arch perfectly over dark, fringed lashes, which frame up huge, expressive eyes. Her nose has a perfect aristocratic arch.

      But her lips?

      The bright red lipstick she applied really makes the full shape of them stand out, and contrasted with her angular face and highlighted with her sleek, little black dress and conservative black pumps?

      She looks like she walked off the set of a movie. Literally. She’s even holding an ebony clutch with a large gold clasp. It’s utterly impractical, which only adds to the air of elegance and grace.

      “We could just use your image as our billboard ad,” I say. “Talk about selling the memory of your grandmother.”

      She blinks, looking even more adorable when she’s confused. “Are we planning on selling the memory of my dead grandmother?”

      I sputter. “I mean, that’s kind of the draw to using the house as⁠—”

      She laughs then, and the sound is like children playing in the street—open, joyful, and refreshing. “I’m kidding. Of course I know that.”

      “But you should really be more sensitive.” For the first time, I realize she didn’t come alone. Just behind and to the left of Seren, there’s an utterly forgettable man in a navy suit. He’s buttoned and combed and slicked and looks like the quintessential businessman, and I hate him on sight.

      “Sensitive?”

      The man frowns. “Serendipity has been through⁠—”

      “Seren,” I say. “She goes by Seren.” I frown. “You did come in with her, did you not?”

      Bafflingly, that makes Seren blush. “It’s fine,” she says. “Corey’s an old friend.”

      “You’re going by Seren now?” His tone is low—intimate.

      It makes me want to spill my coffee all down his stupidly expensive tie. He looks exactly like the kind of person who called me Garbage Guy all those years.

      “I felt like I needed. . .something new.” She swallows, and I can’t look away from her. She looks utterly vulnerable for some reason, and I can’t figure out why.

      The Suit smiles. “I think it’s a wonderful idea.”

      “You do?”

      And now I’m being left out at my own meeting. “Right over here,” I say. “I wish I’d known your lawyer was coming. I’d have had them print out an extra copy.”

      “That’s alright,” the Suit says. “We’re fine sharing.” He shifts his seat closer to her, and I want to kick it back out.

      But Seren doesn’t seem to mind.

      “Bernie!” I hate how shrill my voice sounds. I clear my throat and make sure it comes out deep and manly this time. “We need another copy in here.”

      The Suit laughs, as if he knows just why I’ve screamed for one.

      “I’m not her lawyer,” he says, slinging his arm over the back of her chair and leaning pointedly closer. “I’m her oldest friend. She asked me to come for moral support, but also because I’m the Chief Financial Officer of an investment capital firm and pretty familiar with contracts and sneaky business strategies.”

      “Nothing sneaky here,” I say.

      “I guess we’ll see.” The Suit looks smug.

      “It’s surprising you have time to come here,” I say, “on a random Wednesday. You’d think the CFO of a big investment firm would be too busy.” I pick up the contract. “But I guess not.”

      He laughs again, and I realize that I don’t hate him.

      I despise him.

      More than I disliked Barney when I was a kid, more than I hate the New York Knicks, more, even, than I abhorred the man who broke my sister’s heart back in high school, I loathe the Suit.

      “And what’s your job history?” the Suit asks. “What qualifies you to go into partnership with my Seren?”

      I’m definitely going to spill coffee on him. My Seren? He didn’t even know she was going by that name two minutes ago, but now he owns her? He probably was busy, but he canceled it all. He moved his important meetings and he held all his calls, just so he could run over here and drape himself over her. He’s like a dog, peeing on his favorite fire hydrant so that all the other dogs—I’m realizing this makes me a dog, too—won’t mistake it for an unclaimed one.

      But obviously she isn’t his. There’s no ring on her finger.

      The Suit’s still looking at me expectantly and I remember he asked me a question. How am I qualified to be her partner.

      “I assume you mean, other than the fact that I have the business capital she needs to pay off her mortgage and repair and remodel the house?” I can’t help glaring a little.

      “Other than money, what qualifies you?” the Suit asks. “Because you’re not the only person in New York with money. You’re not even the only person in the room.”

      I wonder how far this pencil would go into his eye before it hit his brain. . . “I ran my dad’s company for the past decade, and now that he’s transitioned to a more rural area, I’ve decided to branch out on my own. But if you’re asking about my education, I went to NYU for college, and I studied business.”

      “Isn’t that where Jacob went?” Seren asks, clearly missing all the subtext. “Or did he go to Columbia? It was in the city, I’m sure.”

      “I haven’t talked to Jacob since my freshman year at Harvard,” the Suit says, name dropping that his school beat my school.

      “That’s too bad,” she says. “I’ve lost touch with him too.” She sighs, and then she glances down at the thick contract. Her eyes are bright, and she looks. . .optimistic. Much more so than when we met. “This is a lot longer than I expected.” She bites her full bottom lip, and my heart lifts. She looks. . .intent. “Shall we start?”

      Could she be excited about this? As excited as I am?

      Fixing up the old mansion and converting it to an inn has so much potential, and now I’m realizing that my partner has even more potential than I initially recognized.

      “We should,” I say.

      Thankfully Bernie finally shows up with the extra document, and he and my overpriced lawyer sit down right on cue.

      Her stupid Suit, whose name I refuse to ask for, actually provides a lot of helpful insight as we walk through the agreement, waving off her concerns on standard contract provisions and explaining how they work and why they’re phrased as they are. I still hate him, but it does seem that he’s fairly business savvy. He doesn’t even seem bent on torpedoing the deal.

      Until we reach the dating clause.

      Which I kind of understand. My lawyer thought I was kidding when I told him to include it.

      “Section seventeen will require my client to—” My lawyer clears his throat and shakes his head. “Sell his shares for fair market value to Miss Serendipity Audrey Colburn⁠—”

      “Wait,” the Suit says. “Colburn? Not Fairchild?”

      Seren winces.

      “When did you change your name?” he asks.

      She swallows, looking down at her hands.

      “The paperwork you submitted to our office,” my lawyer says, “indicated that your last name was Colburn. Is that not correct?”

      “It is.” Her voice is so small, I could tuck it in my handkerchief pocket.

      “But to change your name⁠—”

      “You seem to be upsetting Seren,” I say. “Maybe you should step outside for a moment.”

      The Suit stands up. “Why? So you can keep twisting her arm until she signs on for this ridiculous arrangement? She shouldn’t even be selling that house, not after what she’s been through. If you had a shred of decency⁠—”

      “Corey.” She shakes her head, but it’s such a small motion that it’s barely visible.

      He stops like he was hit with a freeze ray.

      “Don’t.”

      “Don’t what? Who is this guy? He doesn’t even know your last name’s Fairchild.”

      “It’s not.” Seren finally looks up, her eyes sparking. “I never changed it, okay? I kept meaning to, but then we had that trip out of the country, and I didn’t have time to change my name and get a new passport in time. Then after. . .”

      “After what?” I ask.

      “The Accident,” the Suit and Seren say at the same time.

      “The accident?” I ask.

      “When her grandmother and her parents died,” Bernie hisses. “Remember? I told you⁠—”

      “I’m so sorry for your loss,” I say. “But what does that have to do with your name?” It’s been more than a year. I mean, people struggle when they lose parents. I can’t even imagine losing mine, but why would her name change?

      “It wasn’t just her parents who died in the Accident,” the Suit says. “It was also her husband.” His lips are compressed into a thin line.

      Because I’m an insensitive jerk. I should have looked into news reports. I feel horrible, now. She hadn’t changed her name to his, which means they were probably newlyweds.

      Ugh.

      My lawyer recovers before I do. “I hate to be asking this, but I just want to confirm that Colburn is the correct name for this paperwork. Right?”

      There’s a special place in hell for lawyers. There must be.

      “Really?” the Suit asks. “That’s your next question? You draft a weird agreement with stipulations about her being forced to buy all his shares if they date, and then you find out her husband died a little over a year ago, and now you just plow ahead with confirming her name?”

      “Corey,” she whispers. “I asked for that clause about the shares. You’re the one who’s making it awkward.”

      Burned. He drops into his chair like a squirrel whose branch snapped. His eyes are still open and alert, but he definitely didn’t see that coming. “Oh. Why?”

      “I’m entering into this under the provision that Mr. Fancy and I can never date.”

      “Fancy?” Corey looks lost.

      “You seem to have trouble with last names,” I say, suddenly irritable without being sure quite why. Maybe because I feel like an idiot. Maybe because I don’t like the idea of her telling him that she and I can’t date. Or maybe I’m just annoyed at being stuck in close proximity to this guy. He makes me feel all itchy, like I feel when I’m stuck in the same house as a cat. I’m mildly allergic, so it makes my nose itch and my eyes water.

      Only, around the Suit, it makes my hands itch to make his eyes water. And his nose bleed.

      “Let’s just keep going,” Corey says. “I’m sorry for making it into such a big deal.”

      “Yes,” Seren says. “Let’s move past it.”

      I expected this process to take days—weeks, even—but instead, we resolve it that afternoon.

      “I can make these changes right now,” my lawyer says. “I could have documents ready for you to sign in twenty minutes.”

      “But what about the bank?” Seren asks. “Don’t we need to⁠—”

      “We’re not purchasing a property that requires us to take out a loan,” I say. “We’re forming a partnership, and I have the contribution capital right now. Since I’m adding cash, and you’re adding real property subject to a lien, we both sign documents to create the partnership, and then we complete the other forms as they come.”

      “After you sign, though,” Corey says, “you’re obligated to contribute the house, so it’s like you’re selling it.”

      “Sure,” I say. “That’s true.”

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” he whispers. “Because I’m more than happy to⁠—”

      She shakes her head. “I’m sure.”

      He exhales and looks away.

      “Where do I sign?”

      And just like that, it’s done. Seren and I are in business together. All too soon, she’s marching out the door, and then she’s gone.

      “I can’t believe you just did that,” Bernie says.

      “Why not?” I ask. “The more I found out, the better I felt about it. She’s not a raving lunatic who’s stealing tiny Cheerios boxes from local hotels to eat while trespassing. She cleaned up pretty well.”

      “Too well.” Bernie frowns. “But that’s not what I mean.”

      “Huh?”

      “After we spent more than a week looking at places, I can’t believe you went and just created a partnership, robbing me of my three percent.” Bernie’s acting like it’s a joke, but I realize he’s actually annoyed.

      If he weren’t so rich that he owned three sports cars and a Hummer—in New York City—I might feel a little worse. As it is, I don’t really feel bad for my greedy friend having wasted his time. I clap a hand on his shoulder. “How about this?” I ask. “When we open, you can come stay for free, any weekend you want.” I lean closer. “You can even bring a friend.”

      He rolls his eyes and heads for the door, but in the process, he kicks something. He bends over and stands up, holding a small black tube. “What’s this?”

      I extend my hand and examine the lipstick. Ruby Red. It must be hers. “Looks like it fell out of Miss Colburn’s purse. I have to drive to Mom and Dad’s later. I’ll just drop it off.”

      Bernie frowns. “You’re just looking for an excuse.”

      “For what?”

      “To see her again. I noticed today.”

      “Noticed what?”

      “You’re the biggest idiot I know, drawing up a document that’ll let her buy you out after you’ve put in all the work.”

      “She can’t buy me out,” I say. “Unless⁠—”

      Bernie’s shaking his head as he walks out. “Yeah, unless you’re stupid enough to date her, which clearly, you totally are.”

      “She has to buy me out,” I shout. “It’s not as if she just gets the whole thing!”

      The secretary who walks by shoots me a very strange look.

      Even that doesn’t stop me from heading straight for Colburn Mansion, like a junkie beelining to his dealer. Could Bernie be right? Do I want to date her? Am I a total idiot?

      No.

      I do not want to date her.

      She’s a pampered princess who’s now faced with reality after her family died. She’s also, apparently, a widow who will be grieving for the next who knows how long.

      I don’t want any of that. I like to fix things, but I don’t fall for the things I fix. Usually, once I’ve repaired something, I give it to someone else to use. I feel much better as I park my car on the curb and text her that I’m here with the lipstick she forgot.

      LEAVE IT IN THE MAILBOX.

      It’s springtime. Sometimes it gets up to the eighties by midday. Is she kidding? It’ll melt.

      IT’S HOT. I’LL JUST BRING IT IN, I text back.

      A few seconds later, the gate to the property opens, allowing me entry. As I trot through the massive iron gate, I think about how differently we must’ve been raised. She was immensely wealthy, which has clearly changed, and she grew up in a family that had private gates and acres of gardens, right in the middle of Scarsdale.

      Meanwhile, I grew up with a dad who worked his way up from hauling trash to managing a crew to starting his own landfill. While he’s done quite well, I remember when money was tight. And my dad didn’t even graduate from high school. My parents pushed me to go to a good school, and I’m proud of my degree from NYU.

      But dating this woman would be idiotic for even more reasons than the risk to my business venture. She belongs with someone like the Suit, who no matter how clueless she is, clearly really likes her. Someone who went to Yale or Dartmouth and who wears suits all the time.

      Not someone who spent his summers dumping garbage cans to save for college before lucking into a half-tuition scholarship.

      “Dave?”

      I’m standing on the beautiful front porch of the Colburn estate. It doesn’t seem real that I’m about to own half of it.

      I spin around.

      Seren’s standing just past the edge of the porch, through the landscaping, one eyebrow raised as she stares at me with her head cocked. “What are you doing?”

      I shake my head. “I guess I forgot you live in the gardener’s house or whatever.”

      She laughs. “We always called it the Cottage, and I grew up there, actually. Dad hated it, but Mom loved being on such a fancy estate. She was upset when he finally insisted we buy our own place. I was fourteen.”

      “Oh.”

      She circles and walks up the steps to the front porch, and then she extends her hand.

      I stare at her. What does she want?

      “My lipstick?” She looks concerned, now.

      “Right. Duh.” I pull it out of the pocket of my slacks and hand it over.

      “Thanks. It’s hard to find this color, so I’m glad you noticed it.” I realize that she’s changed clothes, and she looks somewhere in between “Stone Temple Pilots Suck” and “dynastic elegance.”

      This might be my favorite version of Seren yet.

      Her hair’s down, but it’s been brushed. It’s shifting gently in the wind. Her eyes are wide and clear, like a summer sky. She’s wearing jeans and a white lace top that looks. . .effortless.

      And expensive.

      “Did you need something else?” she asks. “We were going to circle back when the paperwork has all gone through, but we could walk the house now and talk about the changes we want to make if you’d rather.”

      “Actually, I called a list of contractors and they’re supposed to come out on Saturday. Will that work?”

      She shrugs. “Sure, if you think that’ll give us enough time to know what we want before we ask them to do it.”

      Before I can explain my reasoning, my phone rings. I hold up one finger and check the screen. Leslie. I suppress my groan. I don’t want to answer, but she’ll just keep calling and calling.

      “Girlfriend?” she asks.

      “One second.” I turn around as I take the call, as if that will somehow keep Seren from hearing anything. “Hey. I’m working. What do you want?”

      “What do I want?” Leslie asks. “You’d think I was an insurance salesman instead of your girlfriend.”

      “You’re not my girlfriend,” I whisper. “We went out twice. A month ago.”

      “You took me to see the Mets.”

      I grit my teeth. “The Yankees.”

      “Whatever.”

      I hate the Mets almost as much as I hate Leslie. “I’ve already asked you to stop calling, more than a dozen times. I blocked your number, and you bought a new phone.”

      “Correction. I lost my phone,” she says. “I had to get a new one.”

      “You changed your number so you could call me again,” I say. “Look, I’m about to block you. Again. If that doesn’t work, we’re looking at a restraining order.”

      “Why are you whispering?” Her voice escalates. “Are you with another woman?”

      I hang up, and I block her again. I wonder how long it will be before she calls me from another number this time.

      “That sounded intense,” Seren says.

      “You know, no one takes stalking seriously when a woman’s the one doing it,” I say. “I feel like it should be just as serious, even if she can’t physically overpower me.”

      “So do I,” she says. “Call the cops.”

      I sigh. “Eventually, she’s got to let go, right?”

      “Or she’ll kill your future wife,” Seren says. “Which I assume is not going to be her.”

      I can’t help chuckling. “Not unless I go insane.”

      “Dating’s horrible,” Seren says. “I’m glad I never have to do it again.”

      “Oh?”

      She shrugs. “I got married once. Been there. Done that.”

      “You’re never going to date again?” Is that why she included it in the contract? Because now it feels like some of the damage, and I’m itching to fix it.

      But I cannot date her.

      I know this.

      “You should get out there,” I say. “Even if the first few dates are just awful.”

      “You sound like my friend Barbara. She kept saying the same thing, so I went on three dates last month. It had been over a year, and she insisted it was time.”

      “Sounds like a smart lady.”

      “I used to think so.”

      I chuckle. “They didn’t go well, I take it?”

      “Well, no one’s stalking me.” She’s smiling.

      “What happened?” I lean against the porch column.

      “First one asked about my dead husband. I started out fine, just saying how great he was, but then I started bawling and couldn’t stop.”

      “So that’s a dead end.” It’s a bad joke. I regret it the second I make it.

      Seren stares at me for a moment, wide-eyed, and then she starts laughing, the largest laugh I’ve ever heard from a woman. She keeps laughing until tears are rolling down her cheeks.

      When she finally stops, she’s shaking her head. “No one ever makes jokes about it.”

      It feels like I narrowly missed my execution. “I’m glad I could buck the trend.”

      “Everyone’s always so serious and so sad when they find out. They act like I’m made of porcelain and will break at the slightest bump. I’m already serious and sad naturally, so I don’t need anyone making it worse. But yeah, that setup was DOA.”

      “And the other two?”

      “Eh, one guy was as interesting as a box of Kleenex, and the other guy was so OCD I knew I’d drive him up the wall before the date ended. The second time he adjusted my napkin, I told him I had an emergency and left.”

      “Who set you up with these losers?” I ask.

      She smiles. “My friend Barbara introduced me to the guy who had to put up with me bawling, and my friend Corey found the other two.”

      “There’s your problem,” I say. “That Suit likes you. Of course he introduced you to duds.”

      “Corey?” She rolls her eyes. “I’ve known him since we were small children. He’s my husband’s cousin. He’s the reason Will and I met, actually.”

      I’ll just bet he is. And I would also bet that Corey hated that cousin the second the poor guy hit it off with Seren. “Look, if you met some decent guys, you might not hate dating so much. I’d even be willing to take you out on a double date, and I have an idea of a guy you might like.”

      “You have an idea?” She arches one eyebrow. “That sounds dangerous.”

      “Unless me setting you up counts as ‘dating.’” I cross my index fingers and hold them in front of my face. “I don’t want to run afoul of any contract provisions.”

      “And what kind of girl should I find for you?” she asks.

      “Anyone who won’t stalk me if we don’t hit it off is fine,” I say. “And maybe someone who likes the Yankees.”

      “Who else would she like?” Seren asks.

      “The Mets?” I cringe just saying it.

      “What about someone who doesn’t care about sports?” She tilts her head.

      “That might be worse.”

      She laughs. “Then my confession will probably help us follow the rules, because you’ve never met someone who cared less about sports in your life. But I have a friend who’s a huge Yankees fan, and she loves outdoorsy stuff, too. You seem like an outdoorsy guy.”

      I nod. “Guilty.”

      “Alright,” she says. “It’s not a violation if you’re setting me up and I’m setting you up, right?”

      “Even though we’re going out together?”

      “As long as you promise to keep me from spending the entire date crying, then I’ll allow it.”

      I hold up my arm, palm out. “Scout’s honor.”

      “There’s no way you’re a boy scout.”

      “I certainly was. At least, I was for long enough to learn that there’s a thing called Scout’s honor,” I say. “But not much more than that.”

      “I knew it.”

      “How?”

      “You’re not nerdy enough,” she says.

      For some reason, that makes me just a little bit proud. Not that I care what she thinks.

      “How about Friday night?” I ask. “We can both check and see if our setup candidates are free.”

      She shrugs. “Sure.”

      “Can I snap a photo?”

      She frowns. “Why?”

      “Let’s just say that my friend Bentley is usually busy, but if the girl’s pretty enough, he finds time.”

      “Does that mean I’m pretty enough?” She makes the worst duck face I’ve ever seen.

      “If you never do that again, you are.”

      She laughs, and that’s when I snap the photo.

      Bentley texts me back less than ten seconds later.

      “He’s in,” I say.

      “Barbara says she’s free, too.”

      “You’re setting me up with your dearest friend?”

      “Only,” she says, entirely serious, “if you promise to be nice. Because she’s my only friend, other than Corey.”

      I want to wrap her in bubble wrap and carry her around in my pocket to make sure no one ever hurts her again. “Is she cute?”

      She shrugs. “She’s tall, thin, and she has big boobs.”

      “You could’ve just said yes.”

      She laughs, and I decide that Bernie may be right, but not for the reasons he thinks. I may be addicted to her laughter, but that doesn’t mean I want to date her. I just want to see her restored to her proper glory.

      There’s a difference.
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      A long time ago, movies were made exclusively in black and white. By the time my grandmother became famous, they were all in color, of course, but I know a lot about early movies, thanks to her. Plenty of her mentors and friends remembered the days before color.

      My life was in color for twenty-five years.

      After the accident, it just went monochrome. Every day blurred together. Food all tasted the same. The sun came up and went back down, but it didn’t really impact me.

      Barbara worried that I’d lost weight, but I knew it didn’t really matter. Food was just fuel—which wasn’t something I believed until the Accident. I loved food before. It was the center of my life, right next to my family. I loved it because of the color and texture it brought, and the feelings it enhanced.

      I waited and waited and waited for color to come back. I wanted to care about my life, about what happened, about what didn’t, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. When I did care, it landed me in even more trouble, like when I raged out on my boss and wound up in the psych ward.

      Until Mr. Fancy showed up.

      Something snapped into view that morning. His accusations that I was a trespasser, his proposition that we go into partnership, and now his challenge that I go on a date with someone decent. . .they all woke me up in a way I haven’t been awake in over a year. I can’t decide whether it excites or frightens me.

      But both of those are a feeling, at least.

      And those feelings have me thinking about the past. About the things I used to do, the job I used to love, and the people I used to see all the time. My parents were bright and bubbly and vivacious. My mother loved flowers—arranging them, tending them, all of it. She worked at a florist’s shop, not because she had to, but because she loved it. My dad worked at his father’s company, and he was pretty good at it, I think. My brother was all queued up to take over for him. My sister was a lawyer, and she had just hung out her shingle when she had twin boys. She meant to re-enter the work force a few weeks after the Accident. Her sons were all power trucks and dinosaurs and bugs and barking dogs and anything and everything scary and manly and tough.

      I don’t usually think about them, because it usually takes me to the dark place. It usually means I don’t want to talk or walk or move. I usually wind up crying for hours or days after thinking about what I had. What I’ve lost.

      As I get ready for this date, I think about all of them. Even Will. My husband was not tall, dark, or especially handsome.

      In fact, my parents didn’t understand why I fell for him at all.

      My grandmother hated him for a long time.

      But he was brilliant, the nation’s foremost expert on the impact of wind shear on sky scrapers. He was also generous. He was hard-working. And most of all, he was unfailingly kind. Not the ‘nice’ that people say about everyone when they have nothing else to say.

      You really find out what kind of person someone is when they’re tired. When they’re frustrated. When their dreams have been squashed. And no matter the situation, no matter the person, Will was always, always kind. Even when he was tired, disappointed, or angry, he was still polite and considerate of others.

      There aren’t many people like that in the world.

      Other than my family, everyone who met him loved him. His boss, the Department Chief of Engineering at Columbia, the other professors, and his students all saw him for what he was: someone who made the lives of everyone else around them better.

      I’ve always thought that if I ever did remarry, it would be to someone like him.

      The man Dave set me up with appears, at first glance, to be Will’s polar opposite. His somewhat longish hair still looks perfectly coiffed. His teeth are large, white, and perfectly straight. His smile tells me he knows he’s attractive. He has an athletic build that screams of hours spent with a personal trainer. And his clothing looks professionally coordinated to fit the term ‘business casual.’

      “You made it,” he says as Barbara and I exit her Tesla and walk toward the hostess station. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He holds out his hand, like we’re meeting to discuss a merger.

      I want to ask how he knows it’s me without Dave there to tell him, but then I recall Dave snapped a photo.

      “Um, yes. I’m Seren.” I don’t shake his hand. I’m not interviewing for a job.

      “I’m Barbara.” She’s smiling big enough for both of us, and she offers her hand.

      Ironically, when he shakes it, he looks a little annoyed.

      “I hear you like to cook,” he says, making it clear he’s here to meet me, not her.

      It might be flattering if I already liked him, but for some reason it feels rude.

      Dave jogs up before I can say anything. He clearly did not valet.

      “Really?” Bentley asks. “You still won’t valet?”

      “I worked hard to earn the money for that car. I’m not going to pass it off to some high school dropout.”

      “It’s a Honda Accord,” Bentley says. “It might look better with a few dings.”

      That does make me laugh. Not because I think there’s anything wrong with Hondas, but it is a funny car to stress about valeting.

      “I’m Barbara,” my best friend says. “I run a yoga studio.”

      “You know, you look like someone who would run a yoga studio,” Dave says. “I bet you can twist yourself into a pretzel and then hold yourself up with one hand.”

      Barbara smiles. “Actually, I don’t do yoga at all. My crazy mom started the studio, but she’s terrible with business, so I manage it for her. I’m a runner, and I’m really, really inflexible.”

      In more ways than one. Barbara’s not the kind of woman who just agrees with people about anything.

      “I’m a runner too,” Dave says. “And I’m horrible about never stretching before I get started.”

      “Looks like we have that in common.” Barbara walks alongside him as we enter, tossing me a wink over her shoulder.

      Obviously she’s pleased with the setup so far.

      “Should we find a different table?” Bentley mock whispers. “One for people who don’t love misery?”

      I follow Barbara and Dave, assuming he’s kidding, but it does make me laugh. “You know, Barbara was my roommate in college, and she woke me up every morning for two months straight to ask whether I wanted to go running with her. Finally, once I actually got up and went with her.”

      “Once?” Bentley raises his eyebrows.

      “Yeah,” I say. “She never asked me again.”

      This time, he laughs—a great big belly laugh I did not expect from someone who looks that polished.

      “I’ve always thought runners had something wrong with their brain chemistry,” he says.

      “You don’t look out of shape, though,” I say.

      “Says the woman who weighs a buck.”

      I snort. “I wish. At least ten or fifteen more than that.”

      “Yes, because that’s a significant difference.” We’ve reached the table, and Bentley pulls out my chair for me. “Besides. Dave’s sister Danika told me that all women subtract ten pounds from their real weight when they share it.” He drops his voice. “Did you not get the memo?”

      Alright. Maybe he’s nothing like my husband, but he is pretty funny. “I guess not.”

      Dave picks up his chair and slams it against the floor so loudly that a waiter rushes over. “Is there something I can get all of you to drink?”

      “I think my friend here needs a ‘chill out’ cocktail. Do you have one of those?” Bentley smirks.

      “Two of those,” Barbara says.

      “I’ll have the McAllen Oak 18,” Bentley says. “I called ahead to make sure you had it.”

      “A connoisseur,” Barbara says.

      “Bentley knows more about McAllen whiskey than anyone you’ve ever met,” Dave says.

      “It’s because my first reorg project out of business school was for them.” Bentley’s smile is very satisfied. I can’t tell whether it’s in anticipation of a good drink, or because he’s proud of being a recognized expert.

      “And for the lady?” the waiter asks.

      “Just water for me,” I say, “with lemon, if you have it.”

      “Water?” Dave asks. “Come on. Bentley’s happy to pay. Get whatever you want.”

      “I want water,” I say.

      “Actually, water for me too,” Bentley says. “I’ve been meaning to cut back on my alcohol for years, but now it seems like I have a little more inspiration than usual.”

      “Do you drink usually?” Dave asks. “Because we’ll happily call you a cab or an uber.”

      I shrug. “Nope. Never.”

      “Really?” Dave looks shocked.

      Then again, most people would probably be shocked.

      “But she doesn’t mind if we do,” Barbara says. “Just as long as we do this.” She tosses me her keys. I left my car at her house for this very reason. If she wasn’t so proud of her car, I’d have just driven. But for a blind date she’s excited about, Barbara cares a great deal about making a good first impression. “There are some perks to having Serendipity as a best friend.”

      “Seren—what?” Bentley asks.

      “Ah, sorry,” Barbara says. “I mean Seren.”

      “What did you say, though?” Bentley asks.

      “It’s my full name,” I say, “but I hate it. My parents named me that so I’d have good luck, but it backfired.” I better rein it in, or Bentley’s going to check me back into the loony bin. “I only decided last week to go by Seren, so my friends are having trouble changing gears.”

      “Luckily, you really only have two of us,” Barbara says. “I’m sure we’ll get it straight soon enough.”

      And that’s the perfect example of what people are always saying to me. “Luckily this” and “luckily that” when what they really mean is something unlucky. I only have two friends, so changing my name isn’t a very big deal.

      Bentley looks a little shell-shocked, and I’m guessing that means Dave didn’t tell him about the dead family and husband. I actually prefer when other people have already told someone for me. When I tell them myself, I get a lot of awkward looks, even more awkward attempts at condolences, and there’s an inevitable lull in the conversation that falls to me to fix. Somehow having a tragedy in my past never stops haunting me.

      “Well, now you have four,” Dave says. “Assuming you still like us after a few drinks.”

      But I notice that when they arrive, the only person who drinks any alcohol is Barbara. Dave’s sits untouched.

      “You guys can all drink,” I say. “Honestly, it’s fine. I know you were excited about that McAllen 18, or whatever.”

      “Is there a reason you don’t drink?” Bentley asks.

      “Can I take your order?” The waiter looks around the table slowly. “Is everything alright?”

      “Oh, I was just telling them how my dad had a drink before driving and managed to kill my entire family and a bus full of people. I was the only survivor, and now I don’t drink. But I do love lasagna. Like, I love it so much that it’s sometimes all I can think about. I’d like the five cheese one.” I hand him my menu.

      The waiter tilts his head because he can’t decide whether I’m kidding. Perversely, this has become my defense against the awkward silences that seem to follow me everywhere.

      I can’t quite keep the corner of my mouth from turning up. If Will’s watching this from heaven right now, he’d be smiling, too.

      “I’ll have the lasagna too,” Dave says. “I still haven’t found any that’s as good as my mom’s, but I’m always trying.”

      “Did she die, too?” Barbara asks.

      “Not unless the HOA president finally strangled her over some unapproved landscaping,” Dave says, “but if I want her lasagna, I have to undergo the interrogation about whether I’m dating and when I’ll finally get married.”

      “And she’ll try to set you up again.” Bentley offers his menu to the waitress. “I’ll have the gnocchi and also the chicken Parmesan.”

      “Hang on,” the waiter says. The poor guy looks a little overwhelmed. “Do you want the five cheese lasagna as well?” He’s looking at Dave. “Or the regular kind?”

      “Wait, five cheese?” Dave asks. “I bet the regular’s way better.”

      “Seren’s also a vegetarian,” Barbara says.

      “You are?” Bentley asks.

      “Oh, no. What died this time?” Dave asks. “Let me guess. Bambi.”

      Bentley kicks him under the table.

      But I burst out laughing. Again.

      Dave’s the first person who isn’t moping around me, who isn’t walking on eggshells, but he’s still acknowledging that it sucks.

      “No, although watching Bambi was scarring.”

      “What, then?” Bentley asks.

      “I know this one,” Barbara says. “When Serendip—er, when Seren was a little girl, her parents explained that chicken, the food, is called chicken because it comes from a dead chicken, and that was it. She was done.” Barbara shrugs. “From that day forward, she wouldn’t eat meat. No chicken. No cows. No pork.”

      “Wait, as a tiny kid?” Bentley asks. “That’s pretty impressive.”

      “No way my parents would have let that fly,” Dave says. “I’m pretty sure they’d have locked me in my room until I was forced to eat Dad’s burned grilled chicken or I starved.”

      “I’m lucky mine were more accommodating,” I say.

      “Did you want to place your order?” the waiter asks.

      “Right,” Barbara says. “I’ll have the veal.”

      I can’t help my cringe.

      “Someone has to offset all the good you put out into the world,” Barbara says.

      “It’s a baby,” I say. “Veal’s a baby cow.”

      “A delicious baby,” Barbara says. “And I appreciate its sacrifice.”

      I notice that, when the food comes, Dave and Barbara tear into theirs, but Bentley’s not eating his chicken parmesan. Just his gnocchi. “You can eat it, you know,” I say. “I’m not one of those annoying vegetarians that, like, throws paint on people’s fur.”

      He smiles. “I can tell, but that’s just it. All the things you say make me think, ‘hey, Bentley. That stuff you always say you should do but don’t? This gorgeous, smart woman actually does them.’ And then I want to do them, too.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” Dave says. “I’ve never once heard you say you wanted to give up meat.”

      “I also haven’t told you that I want to get married on the beach,” Bentley says. “Dudes don’t talk about that stuff. Doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

      Dave rolls his eyes. “I’ll make sure to book some time for next week to talk about all your hopes and dreams. You know, the stuff I’ve ignored, like your desire to stop drinking and stop consuming animal flesh.”

      Bentley glares at Dave, and I wonder if this is how they usually behave, or if it’s a weird dynamic for them to be on a double date together.

      “Is your lasagna good?” Dave asks. “Because mine’s not quite Mom’s, but it’s a close second.”

      “I’m glad,” I say. “Mine is fine.”

      “You could try one little bite of mine,” Dave says. “I won’t tell anyone.”

      “Okay,” I say. “Sure.”

      “Wait, really?” Dave’s eyes light up. “Cool.” He spears a large bite and holds it out toward me, his free hand underneath it in case it drips.

      “Oh, I’m so excited to have my first bite of meat in twenty-six years. No one has ever asked me before, but all this time, I’ve been dying to change my mind about something I felt strongly about at age two.”

      “Are you kidding?” Dave’s arm drops a bit.

      “No dude, keep holding it up. Any minute now she’ll eat it.” Bentley chuckles.

      Barbara slaps the table and laughs, far too loudly. “That’s so funny. You guys are hilarious.”

      That’s when I notice her cheeks are also bright pink.

      “How much has she had to drink?” I ask.

      Dave shrugs. “I wasn’t keeping track.”

      “Too many.” I wave at the waiter, point at her drink, and wave my index finger at him.

      He nods, thankfully.

      Barbara would be horribly embarrassed tomorrow if I let her keep drinking when no one else was. I don’t just hold her keys. I also keep her from going overboard.

      “Who wants dessert?” Barbara asks.

      “Actually, Seren doesn’t eat dessert,” Dave says. “It encourages people to become addicted to sugar, and that’s the root cause of war worldwide.”

      “You know nothing,” Barbara says. “Serendipity looooves dessert.”

      “I was just guessing,” Dave says.

      “Well, you were wrong.” Barbara leans against his arm and pats it. “Sooooo wrong.”

      “Oh yeah?” Bentley waves the waiter over. “We’ll have one of each of your desserts.”

      The waiter’s eyes widen. “Sir, we have eleven different desserts, including four cheesecakes.”

      “Even better,” Bentley says.

      “But she might not even eat them,” Barbara says, on a roll. “She’s really, really picky about dessert.”

      “Why?” Bentley asks.

      “Because she’s an epically good pastry chef,” Barbara says. “Duh.”

      “Wait, you are?” Dave asks. “You said you were ‘decent at cooking.’” He makes air quotes, as if that shows how much I downplayed it.

      “She went to the CIA to learn.” Barbara snorts.

      I need a muzzle for her.

      “She’s a pastry spy?” Dave’s smirk annoys me.

      “The Culinary Institute of America’s in the city,” Bentley says before I can explain. “You went there?”

      “On weekends,” I say. “Yes.”

      “And that fancy place in Paris.” Barbara snaps. “The schnitzel place. What’s it called?”

      “Wait,” Bentley says slowly. “You went to the Cordon Bleu?”

      “Just for six months,” I say. “I was obsessed with crêpes and galettes.”

      The desserts arrive then, and the waiter has to clear everything off the table just to squeeze them all on it.

      “So you’re like that guy in the rat movie?” Dave asks. “If you don’t like something, do you not swallow?”

      I laugh. “I’m not as bad as Anton Ego,” I say.

      “That’s her favorite movie, though,” Barbara says. “She watched it over and over and over until we all hated it.”

      “It’s hilarious,” I say, “but it also has a touching story to share.”

      “It’s all about found family,” Dave says, “and also about chasing your dreams.”

      “Don’t leave us hanging here.” Bentley points. “Tell us which of these are good and why.”

      “What if they aren’t good?” I ask.

      “Then tell us that, too,” Dave says. “Do you think we want to eat bad cake?”

      “I watched you eat an entire box of Girl Scout cookies last week,” Bentley says.

      “Some of those are really good.” For some reason, I feel compelled to defend Dave.

      Bentley leans a little closer, his mock whisper still plenty loud. “They were expired.”

      It’s clear that these two have been friends for a long time. “How about this?” I offer. “If I find anything truly disgusting, I’ll be sure to eat it all so you don’t have to.”

      “Hey,” Dave says. “Why do I not trust you anymore?”

      “You can’t trust her around dessert,” Barbara says. “She’ll poke your hand to steal the last bite.”

      Bentley spreads his hands. “You taste all of these, and whichever one is objectively the best, I’ll order four more of it. How’s that?”

      I glance around at the contenders.

      Of course, at an Italian place, there’s tiramisu. I try not to cringe. “No one around here ever gets tiramisu right. I’ll decline to taste it.”

      “Wait,” Dave says. “How do you know this isn’t the exception?”

      I point. “First, the mascarpone was whipped too long. Instead of being creamy, the fat solidified. You can tell by how it looks right there.” I gesture. “And secondly, whoever made this didn’t combine the yolks and the sugar fast enough, so the sugar started to dehydrate the yolk, making clumps.” I shudder. “Pass.”

      “Impressive,” Bentley says. “I feel like I’m on an episode of Chopped.”

      “She never watches cooking shows,” Barbara says. “She thinks they’re tiring.”

      “I couldn’t watch The Apprentice either,” Bentley says. “I get it.”

      “Wait, what do you do, exactly?” I ask.

      “We’ve all been trying to figure that out for a long time,” Dave says. “Best we can understand, he buys companies and either sells the parts, or the ones he doesn’t buy, he charges them a bunch of money to fix them.”

      Bentley looks up at the ceiling. “I just fix them, like a mechanic with a car. I’ve been thinking of changing jobs to one where I buy them and sell them off. It’s riskier, but there’s a lot more money in it. Like parting a car for the value of the pieces instead of the whole thing, which might chronically break down and requires ongoing repairs and maintenance.”

      “So you’d be, like, the chop shop of the business world?” I ask.

      Bentley’s laugh is low. “I’m going to have to use that.”

      “With whom?” Dave asks.

      “The people who keep offering me a job, of course.”

      “Alright, what’s next?” Barbara asks. “Because I really want that cheesecake.”

      “This plain one was overmixed,” I say. “So there was too much air, and that caused cracks.”

      “Is that why that happens?” Dave asks. “My mom’s always has cracks.”

      “Yep,” I say. “But that turtle one looks alright.” I spear a bite and pop it in my mouth.

      All three of them watch me like hopeful teenagers at their first movie audition.

      “The flavor’s good,” I say. “Someone opened the oven while baking it, so that’s why it sank here, but it tastes fine.”

      “I want it,” Barbara says.

      “Go ahead.” I wave her on.

      One thing I’ll give my friend. She does not eat like a bird. For a thin woman, she puts the sweet stuff away.

      “The caramel cheesecake looks perfect.” I take a bite, and it tastes a little too eggy. I sigh. “It’s alright, but they added too many eggs, or they didn’t have the right size eggs. For a commercial operation, it shouldn’t happen. They should weigh them.”

      “And what about all these?” Dave waves at the left side of the table.

      “We still have a chocolate mousse cake, a molten chocolate cake, and a chocolate cookie in a pan,” I say.

      “Okay,” Dave says. “Which first?”

      “The cookie’s overcooked.” I slide it away. “The molten cake will be fine—they always are.” I take a bite and bob my head. “It’s a teensy bit overcooked too, but I don’t fault them for that. If they undershoot and it’s raw, it’s a disaster. The flavor isn’t too strong, and they didn’t dilute with milk chocolate, so that’s a plus.”

      “And the mousse?”

      I debate about this, but finally, I shake my head. “Someone else will have to try it. I’m not a big fan of chocolate, and that’s just too much.”

      “Wait, but you liked the molten chocolate, or at least you didn’t complain,” Dave says.

      “I’ve learned to eat it,” I say. “But milk chocolate is the worst. I just can’t.”

      “I’ll take one for the team,” Barbara says, snagging it now that she’s finished the turtle cheesecake. She tries a bite and beams. “It’s even better. I should have taken this instead.”

      “Feel free,” Dave says.

      “The cannoli’s decent,” I say, “but it’s clearly been sitting in the fridge all day. Maybe two. That makes the pastry a little soggy and the cream a little congealed.”

      “And the shortcake?” Bentley looks hopeful.

      “They went with a sponge cake,” I say, “which is probably the safest, but it’s also my least favorite.” I point. “And they used a cooked sauce, which, this time of year, why not go fresh?”

      “You weren’t kidding,” Dave says. “She’s rough.”

      I tap the crème brûlée and scoop up a bite. “They miraculously managed to cook it close to evenly, even in this pan that’s too tall, but the caramelized sugar to creme ratio is off. They need different ramekins.”

      “Oh, man,” Bentley says. “You know too much.”

      I laugh. “But I hope I saved the best for last.” I shift the key lime cheesecake closer. “I love fruit desserts, but they have shorter shelf lives, usually. For that reason, restaurants often have menus that are heavily skewed toward chocolate and cream-based options.”

      “But?” Dave asks. “I sense a but coming.”

      “Key lime pie’s often too tart,” I say. “Some people like that, but most people find it overwhelming.” I pick up the last clean fork from the pile and slide it into the edge. “The most important part about making it a key lime cheesecake is that the cream from the cheesecake should counteract the tartness from the lime.” I put the bite in my mouth.

      And then I close my eyes.

      Not much has made me really happy in the past year or so, but this does. A perfect dessert, perfectly executed.

      “I think we have a winner, folks,” Bentley says.

      “Yes.” I open my eyes and smile. “We do.”

      Bentley waves the waiter over. “We’ll take three more of those.”

      Barbara burps. “Just two.” She giggles.

      “Two,” Dave says.

      “I won’t be able to finish this one,” I say.

      “You can take it home,” Bentley says. “Maybe you’ll want the rest tomorrow.”

      “She has Cheerios for breakfast, usually.” Dave smirks.

      I remember the Cheerio stuck to my face the morning we met, and heat rises in my cheeks. “Not usually,” I say. “Though I do love breakfast cereal.”

      “Me too,” Bentley says. “My favorite’s Lucky Charms.”

      “Too many marshmallows,” I say.

      As Dave says the same thing.

      “That was weird,” Bentley says. “Like you two rehearsed it.”

      “We did,” I say. “I prepped him for that before we left.”

      “But we haven’t worked in the bit about the hotdogs yet,” Dave says.

      “What?” Barbara’s totally lost.

      “He’s kidding,” I say.

      “You’re so funny,” Barbara says.

      “She’s really smart,” I say. “I’m not kidding. A little drunk’s just not her most flattering look.”

      “Not everyone went to Cornell,” Barbara says, “but I can still count better than you.”

      Oookay. “You sure can.”

      “You went to Cornell?” Dave asks. “Really?”

      “My parents weren’t keen on the chef thing,” I say. “It’s not really a job with a ton of high-earning positions.”

      “You clearly love it, though,” Bentley says. “Where are you working now?”

      “She can’t find a job,” Barbara says. “Not since she got out of that mental hospital.”

      I stand up and grab my purse. “I think I’d better get her home.” Luckily, Barbara follows me pretty easily. We’re waiting for the valet when Bentley stops me.

      It gave me a few moments to think of what to say, at least. “The thing is⁠—”

      “Here.” He hands me a to-go box with my cheesecake, and starts back inside. But before he reaches the door, he turns. “You don’t owe me any kind of explanation. I think you were really brave even to come out tonight.”

      Brave. That’s what you tell kids who try the neighbor’s weird casserole without crying. Or the baby who pets the dog with a trembling hand. “Thanks.”

      “I—” Bentley swallows. “I know tonight probably felt a little bumpy, but I had a great time. I’d love to see you again.” He pauses, his eyes full of. . .something. “I’ll be in touch.”

      That was about the opposite of what I expected.

      Sometimes surprises can be nice.
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      Seren told me her best friend was beautiful, smart, capable, and fun. Usually if even one of those things is true with a setup, I’m over the moon, but Barbara was all of those things.

      And I didn’t even care.

      Because she was sitting next to Seren, who shines like the Hope diamond. Like a Waterford crystal chandelier with two-hundred-watt bulbs. Like Yankee Stadium during the last game of the World Series.

      I can lie to myself about all kinds of things, but setting Seren right next to another, perfectly lovely woman? It’s painfully clear that stupid Bernie was right—I think I do want to date her. From the second they leave, I can’t think about anything but whether she liked the rich, brilliant, well-spoken friend I stupidly just set her up with. The one who doesn’t compulsively make jokes whenever he’s uncomfortable. The one who didn’t sit, frozen, at the table after her friend said she’d been in a mental hospital.

      I googled her, after the Suit made me feel dumb at that meeting.

      Before, I had left it alone for the sake of decency. I wouldn’t want people learning about me online. But I knew Bentley would look into her—he always does—so I didn’t want to be unprepared.

      Still, I couldn’t believe what I saw.

      Her parents.

      Her grandmother.

      Her sister, brother-in-law, and brother.

      Her sister’s twin sons.

      And her husband of only six months.

      All dead within a week of the accident. Two died immediately. I’m not sure what’s harder. Finding out they’re gone. . .or watching them slip away. Of course, if the articles I found are right, she was unconscious for at least part of that time.

      And I made a joke about it.

      She should’ve slapped me. Or cried. Or, I don’t know, stormed out.  But instead, she laughed. How brave do you have to be to laugh in that circumstance? Or, like me, maybe she’s a nervous laugher.

      Did I just ruin her night?

      I think back to a few days ago, when she laughed at my first cringey joke. She hadn’t seemed uncomfortable then. She seemed relieved.

      By the time I get home, I can’t just leave it alone. I have to know if she’s upset with me. I text her. SO HOW BAD WAS IT, ON A SCALE OF BAWLING ALL THROUGH DINNER TO BORING ENOUGH TO DRY THE PAINT ON YOUR WALL?

      Then I wait.

      Ten seconds. Thirty. A minute.

      I start to pace in my apartment, genuinely frustrated with myself. Why didn’t I wait until tomorrow? Why did I have to text her so quickly after that train wreck? She ran away with her friend, for heaven’s sake.

      But then my phone chimes, and I rush to grab it off my nightstand.

      It’s not her.

      It’s Bentley.

      I’M GOING TO SEND HER A KEY LIME CHEESECAKE FROM A FEW DIFFERENT PLACES. THEN I CAN TEXT AND ASK HER WHICH SHE LIKED BEST.

      I want to throw my phone.

      Why did I set him up with her? Obviously Seren’s not ready to date. I never should have suggested it. You don’t try to use a shovel five minutes after gluing the handle, and I haven’t even glued her back yet.

      I messed this up.

      Plus, based on what I know of Bentley, he should have liked Barbara. She’s smart, runs her own business, and she’s perfectly curvy. But how could anyone like Barbara—nice, sweet, perfectly wonderful Barbara—when a supernova like Seren’s in the room?

      I collapse backward on my bed and groan.

      I should let it go, but I’m unable to do it. I never let anything go. Before I have time to think about it, I fire off another text.

      This one’s to Bentley, at least. DUDE, CALM DOWN. YOU DON’T WANT TO SCARE HER OFF, RIGHT?

      YOU THINK THAT WOULD?

      FOR SURE.

      He doesn’t text me back, so I just have to hope he’s going to listen. It’s not like I’m being selfish or something. I thought they might hit it off, but clearly I have more work to do before Seren’s ready for anything like that. It’s not actually very late, but if I want to wake up in time to work out before I meet the contractors at Seren’s tomorrow, I should get to bed soon. Which is why I’m lying in bed in the dark, my phone plugged in across the room so I can stop obsessing, trying to go to sleep, when it happens again.

      My phone chimes.

      That stupid, awful, horrible, taunting bing sound.

      It’s probably Bentley, telling me he’s already spent more money than I spent on my unimpressive, should-be-valeted car, sending the best cheesecake from all of New York City to Seren. It’s possible she’d think it was a sweet gesture, but that thought doesn’t make me feel better. Probably because I’m worried it’ll upset her.

      But then I realize something.

      He can’t do it without me giving him the green light, because he doesn’t have her address. Although, he knows her grandma’s name. I’m sure he could track down the address for her estate online if he’s creative enough. He is very, very creative. I swear under my breath.

      And now I can’t not look at my phone.

      I hop up, pad across the carpet of my room, and swipe it open.

      IT WASN’T THAT BAD. IT’S PROBABLY GOOD THAT I WENT OUT. UNLESS YOU NOW WANT TO RETHINK BEING MY PARTNER. I WOUDLN’T BLAME YOU.

      WHY?

      BARBARA WAS DRUNK, BUT WHAT SHE SAID IS TRUE. I’M UNEMPLOYED. . . AND I RAGED OUT ON MY BOSS. I WAS STUCK IN A PSYCH WARD FOR A MONTH FOR BEING A DANGER TO MYSELF AND OTHERS, IN THE OPINION OF THE STATE OF NEW YORK.

      My heart breaks for her.

      After what she went through, who wouldn’t need some therapy?

      DON’T WORRY. MY TAKEAWAY FROM TONIGHT IS THAT OUR B&B IS GOING TO HAVE THE BEST FOOD IN THE ENTIRE CITY. I’M MORE EXCITED THAN EVER.

      Minutes pass and she doesn’t reply, but for some reason, I’m not ready to let the connection go. I probably just want to feel like I made some progress tonight. YOU SHOULDN’T FEEL BAD ABOUT BEING IN A HOSPITAL FOR A MONTH.

      I want her to open up and that’s what I decided to send? It looks like I’m lecturing her.

      But it is true.

      MY AUNT WENT TO ONE FOR A WHILE, AND IT SAVED HER. YOU WOULDN’T FEEL BAD ABOUT BEING IN THE HOSPITAL FOR A BROKEN LEG. THIS IS THE SAME AS THAT. YOUR MENTAL HEALTH IS IMPORTANT AND AFTER WHAT HAPPENED, OF COURSE YOU NEEDED SOME HELP.

      Still nothing from her. No shock. I sound like Dr. Phil. I slap my own face. With as good as I am at fixing gadgets, who knew people would be so much harder?

      I’m about to put my phone in a lock box and walk away when it chimes again.

      DID YOU LIKE BARBARA?

      That’s not the response I expected. How do I answer that? It’s a landmine, any way I look at it. If I say I didn’t, I’m a jerk and she’ll proceed to tell me how great her friend is. If I say yes—for some reason I’d rather die than lie to her about that.

      Okay, maybe not die. I really need to be more careful about what I’m saying. I had no idea I used the word die so often until I went into business with someone whose entire family died recently.

      But it’s been an eternity in ‘text time.’ I have to respond with something. LIKE HER. . .AS A LOCAL BUSINESS MANAGER? AS A RUNNER? OR AS A FUTURE MRS. FANSEE?

      ANY OF THE THREE?

      SHE WAS VERY NICE. There. That’s diplomatic.

      SHE’S BEAUTIFUL. “NICE” IS WHAT GUYS SAY ABOUT UNATTRACTIVE GIRLS.

      SHE’S NOT UNATTRACTIVE, BUT SHE’S NOT THE ONE WHO’S GOING TO CHANGE MY MIND.

      CHANGE YOUR MIND?

      How do I respond to that? I never should have texted her in the first place. This was all a huge mistake.

      And now she’s calling me.

      I have to pick up. We’ve been texting. She knows I’m awake. If I don’t pick up, she’ll think I’m dodging her calls. Or worse.

      Pooping.

      I groan and swipe. “Hello?”

      “Hey,” she says. “I figured it might be easier to call.”

      Easier. Ha!

      “What does that mean, change your mind?”

      “Oh, nothing.”

      “About what?”

      She’s like my parents’ dog Charlie. Once he thinks something is there, he will never stop digging. “I’m just not in a hurry to get married, that’s all.”

      “But what is your mind made up about?”

      I collapse on my back on my bed. “I want a few more years of fun before I surrender,” I say.

      “Surrender?” Now she sounds annoyed. “Is marriage an attack?”

      “No,” I say. “But once you get married, and you have kids, the fun is over, right?”

      “I suppose it depends on what kind of fun you’re talking about.” Yeah. She’s royally ticked off.

      “You can’t go out to eat every night, or go drinking with your friends, or spend an entire day hiking in the Catskills.”

      “You spend the entire day hiking now?”

      “No,” I say. “But I could.”

      She laughs.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What are you laughing for?”

      “Do you spend every night out drinking with friends?”

      “No,” I say. “But if I wanted to, I could.”

      “So your life isn’t that exciting, but you’re still too selfish to give it up.”

      “Look,” I say. “This is why I didn’t want to elaborate.”

      “No, I think it’s good for me to find out,” she says. “I’m glad you don’t like Barbara. Anyone who sees marriage as the end of life is too stupid for me to set up with my friends.”

      “You said she’s your only friend.”

      “My only close friend.” Seren huffs.

      “Listen, I didn’t want to pick a fight, okay? But my dad says that one day, I’ll meet someone for whom settling down doesn’t seem so bad.”

      “Doesn’t seem so bad. You’re a real gem,” Seren says. “A prince among men.”

      “Okay.” I exhale. “I get it. That’s fine.”

      “Is that what your friend Bentley thinks, too?”

      I sit up. “Huh?”

      “Does he ascribe to the ‘marriage is the end of everything’ mentality?”

      I’ve never talked to him about it, but probably. Most men do, I think. Seeing as he wanted to send her a thousand dollars’ worth of cheesecakes, I doubt he wants me to throw him under the bus. But I can’t help myself. Inexplicably, I can’t stand the idea of her thinking of Bentley as being delighted at the prospect of marriage.

      “Of course he does.”

      “Then I’ll delete his number.”

      “Wait,” I say. “When did you get his number?”

      “Barbara was telling her story about the flamingos. He wrote my name on a napkin and handed me a pen. Then he texted me right after I left.”

      “What?” How cheesy is that? What is Bentley, twelve years old? “I can’t believe you gave it to him. You barely know him.”

      “He’s my business partner’s best friend. Should I not trust you?”

      My hand tightens on my phone. “It’s just that. . .”

      What? It’s what? I can’t really tell her that I think she’s not ready to date. I can’t say that I need to make a plan to fix her before she can get out there. Or that I want to keep her for myself. . .

      “Is there something wrong with him?” she asks.

      Something wrong? Lots of things. He’s sinfully rich. He’s arrogantly handsome. He’s so smart he can do complicated math functions in his head. And he likes to work out.

      “Dave?”

      “He usually falls hard, and then once the girl definitely likes him, he’ll just change his mind.” I wince. “I’ve seen him do it over and over.” I should never have said that. I mean, he likes her enough to send her a dozen lime cheesecakes. He’s clearly interested, but the lie just comes out of nowhere.

      “Oh.”

      “Why’d you say ‘oh’?”

      “He asked for my address,” she says. “I just gave it to him a few moments ago. He’s not, like, wanted for any crimes or anything, is he?”

      Shoot. He’s going to do it. He’s going to send her a bunch of stuff. And that will make her think about him all the time.

      “You should tell him you didn’t like him,” I say. “I just thought he’d be a good first date back. You know, no sobbing through dinner or painfully boring conversations.”

      “Okay.”

      It’s quiet, but through the phone, I hear the doorbell chime.

      Why’s her doorbell chiming? What’s going on?

      “Hey, Dave, there’s someone here. I better go.”

      It’s nine-thirty at night. Who’s at her house at nine-thirty at night?

      “I’ll see you tomorrow, right? You’re going to be here when the contractors come to give us bids?”

      “Yes,” I say. “For sure.”

      “About that.” I hear her open the door and say hello.

      And then I hear a guy’s voice. “Hope this is okay.”

      Bentley.

      It’s freaking Bentley.

      He’s at her house, right now. He’s probably carrying fancy lime cheesecake with both hands. What is wrong with him? Can’t he listen to the person who introduced him to her?

      Before I can make any sense of it, I’m up, dressing, and throwing clothes into a suitcase. What’s wrong with me? Why do I care that Bentley’s there? He heard about Seren’s past, same as me. He can clearly tell she’s broken.

      Right?

      He won’t push things too hard or too fast?

      Seren needs to slowly get back to normal. Having work to do every day will help, and going on a few dates a month with a new—not as amazing as Bentley—guy each time will help. Slowly, she’ll learn to be a normal, healthy, happy person again, a person with purpose. A person with hope.

      What she does not need is some hot and cold guy chasing her.

      Which is why I’m almost to her house, with a suitcase and an air mattress. With contractors coming and going, and soon, work crews, there shouldn’t really be a single woman staying there alone. Any of them could notice and come back after hours.

      It’s not safe.

      That’s why I’m driving over in the middle of the night to move in with her.

      It’s not because Bentley’s there.

      My phone starts ringing just as I pull up. . .and then drive through the open front gate. It’s just hanging open, like a huge blinking light. Come in and rob me! I’m all alone.

      “Hello?”

      “Hey,” my sister says.

      For some reason, I just assumed it would be Seren. What normal person calls someone just before ten o’clock, assuming they’ll be awake?

      “Hey, Danika,” I say.

      “Whatcha doing?”

      I’m not about to tell her that I’m storming the front door of my new business partner’s house because Bentley’s way too interested in her. That sounds. . .I don’t know. But not good.

      “I’m about to go to bed,” I say.

      “Aww man, really?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I was hoping you’d be in the city, living it up like a single guy does.”

      “I’m not,” I say. “I’m about to go to bed.” Only, I’m now parked in front of the house I officially own half of, and I’m whispering. “Sorry.”

      “Maybe you want to go into town?”

      “What do you want?”

      “It’s not me,” she says. “The baby wants Rice to Riches.”

      If she tells me what the baby wants one more time. . . “Have Peter go get it for you,” I say.

      Her voice takes on the little-sister-whine. “But he’s out of town.”

      “So Grubhub, then.”

      “You know how I feel about them,” she says.

      “Because one time they refused to cancel your order.”

      “They kept my seventy-four dollars,” she says. “The restaurant didn’t keep it. Where do you think it went? They pocketed it, and then they wouldn’t even let me talk to a⁠—”

      “Dave?” Seren’s standing in the doorway of her house, surrounded by a halo of light. She already looks beautiful, but now she looks like an angel.

      “I have to go.” I hang up on Danika. I’m going to pay for that later. “Hey there.”

      “Why are you here?” Her eyes shift behind me and widen. “And why do you have a suitcase?”

      “Dave?” Bentley’s now standing behind her, his head towering over hers almost proprietarily.

      I’ve never in my life wanted to punch my best friend more than I do right now. “What are you doing here?” I ask. “It’s late.”

      “Bro.” Bentley smiles.

      “Is it that woman?” Seren asks. “Does she know where you live?”

      I blink.

      “There’s this crazy person who keeps calling him, and he keeps blocking her, but she won’t give up.” Seren’s eyes are wide. “I’ve been worried about it ever since I heard that call.”

      “Yes,” I say. “Her. She knows where I live.”

      Bentley frowns.

      “But also, starting tomorrow morning, there are going to be contractors in and out of here at all hours,” I say. “I realized that as I heard Bentley just show up.”

      “You heard?” Bentley blinks. “How did you hear?”

      I grab the handle on my suitcase and jog up the steps. “Seren and I were on the phone when you rang the bell.”

      Bentley frowns. “Is there⁠—”

      “We both have to be up early for work,” I say. “You probably ought to go.”

      I keep walking, and Seren and Bentley have no choice but to move out of the way.

      “I don’t have a guest bedroom,” Seren says. “I’m not sure⁠—”

      “Don’t worry,” I say. “I brought an air mattress.”

      “She has a gated property,” Bentley says. “I’m sure it’ll be fine.”

      I fold my arms. “Every contractor and sub we hire is about to have the code, and when I got here, the gate was just hanging open.”

      Seren’s brow furrows.

      “Actually,” Bentley says, “I think Dave’s right. Maybe it is a good idea to have him here.”

      “Wait, really?” I ask.

      Bentley shrugs. “There are going to be a lot of men coming and going soon.” He smiles a possessive smile. “I’ll sleep better knowing someone’s keeping an eye on you when I can’t.”

      Seren looks annoyed by both of us, like we’re equally ridiculous. “You need to get a court order against that woman, and then you can go back home.” She crosses the family room to the kitchen and closes the lid on a box. “But, oh. Wait. Dave, did you want some key lime cheesecake? Bentley brought me two.” She doesn’t look annoyed, but she sounds. . .brusque?

      “I’m not hungry,” I say. “We just had dinner.”

      Seren smiles. “That’s what I said.”

      “But you did try them both.” Bentley walks into the kitchen, too. “And you said this one was the best.”

      “It’s Cheesecake Factory,” she says. “It’s kind of what they do.”

      “Still,” Bentley says. “It’s good to know. Maybe tomorrow I can bring some from⁠—”

      Seren’s shaking her head vehemently, but she’s grinning. “No way. Give me time to get rid of these first.”

      “That’s the point,” Bentley says. “If I bring more while you still have these, you can compare them better.”

      They’re staring at each other and smiling like idiots, and I want to punch my hand through the wall. “Alright.” I clap. “I’m exhausted. I’d better go fill up my air mattress and get ready to sleep.”

      Bentley lifts one eyebrow like he thinks I’ve gone crazy.
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- PUBLISHER’S WEEKLY for The Bequest






