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THEN

Zara

 

Coney Island, Brooklyn, New York

 

“C’mon, Zara, I want to go to the fortune teller lady and find out if Taylor is the man I’m going to marry. We can ride the rollercoaster later,” Belle whined, her bright blue eyes full of wonder.

The smell of popcorn and cotton candy peppered the air as excited squeals and screams competed against the noise of music and motorized rides. It was sensory overload—lights, sounds and smells coming at you from every angle as you got jostled in the crowd.

It was summer, Belle’s pale skin pinked from the afternoon’s sun even though I reminded her a million times to reapply sunscreen. She was so much smaller than me, and not just because of the two-year age difference. Her pixie-like features were so little and dainty, she looked almost breakable. Unlike me, who was taller than some of the boys in my class. I wasn’t dainty either, nor did I aspire to be, inheriting our dad’s booming personality as well as his height, brown hair and brown eyes.

I sighed, shaking my head as I pulled her through the crowd. “Belle, we have one hour of freedom. Sixty-minutes. I don’t want to waste them sitting in a chair while some crazy lady tells us stuff that isn’t even true. And you’re twelve, why are you even worried about getting married anyway?”

Mom and Dad had—begrudgingly—agreed to let us explore unsupervised for an hour. Oh, they were still around, probably tracking us via our cellphones from a safe distance, but that was as good as we were going to get when our dad was a criminal prosecutor. Honestly, it was a wonder he’d agreed, giving us the statistics on child abductions and warning us not to split up. He’d know if we even thought about it, somehow, he always did.

She pouted like she usually did when she didn’t get her way, folding her arms across her chest in an exaggerated protest. “But I love him, Zara. He’s the first boy I’ve ever really liked. And he likes me too. It’s fate and I want to see if we end up together forever.”

It was worse than I thought.

My sister had always been an idealist, believing in fairy tales, happily-ever-afters, and everyone’s good intentions. If I wasn’t so sure she’d probably end up heartbroken and jaded sometime later in life, it might’ve been endearing. But I was her older sister, and while there was a better-than-average chance she wasn’t going to end up with her sixth-grade crush, I didn’t want to be responsible for breaking her spirit any sooner than necessary.

“You need to stop stealing Mom’s romance novels, Belle.”

It wasn’t a mystery where Belle got her whimsical, rosy outlook; our mom believing the glass was always half-full. Guess you kinda needed to be when you were a social worker in New York, while also being married to an attorney who was allergic to penicillin and injustice. Our parents were the perfect yin-yang, both hard and soft in all the right measures, and while they were probably more paranoid with us than most of the parents I knew, they loved us, and each other, fiercely.

Belle’s lips hid her grin, plastering the doe-eyed who-me? look that constantly got her out of trouble. It was a talent for sure, her ability to get her way with virtually anything, something I couldn’t help but admire. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Zara. But, if I did read Mom’s books, I’d know that you can take over the world, be a badass annnnnnnnnd still have the man of your dreams.”

Well, at least there was that.

“Pllllleeeeeeeeeeaseeeeeee.” She blinked, doubling down on the charm as her clasped hands nestled under her chin. “We’ll use my money, and I’ll ride anything you want right after. I won’t even complain that my hair is getting messed up.”

It was a tempting offer, and a negotiation that was hard to walk away from. Five minutes listening to some woman spout bullshit for the remaining balance of time for me to spend totally however I see fit.

“Deal!” I held out my hand, our father drumming into us the importance of formalizing the closing of any agreement. “But it needs to be quick, and don’t even think about dragging me into it. She tells you what you want to hear and then we go straight to the rollercoaster.”

Belle waved me off, her smile at getting her way—again—widening as she led us to the tent. “Sure, sure, we won’t ask about how you end up as the Attorney General or whatever.”

“Supreme Court Justice, kid. Get it right.” I laughed, following her against my better judgment.

It was no surprise there wasn’t a wait, the faded canvas of the tent looking like it had seen better days as we stepped inside. Belle didn’t even wait, barging in with enough energy and enthusiasm for the both of us.

“Hi!” Belle waved, the dark-haired woman sitting behind the table not looking old enough to fit the stereotypical description. She was maybe a college kid? The painted-on wrinkles and cheap wig doing their best to make her look like “Madame Delia” even though I was fairly sure she wasn’t.

“Come in, come in,” Madame Delia beckoned, perking up at the sight of customers and possibly a payday. “Let’s see what the magic stones have in store for you.”

Belle clapped her hands in excitement, not even noticing my eyeroll as I sat down beside her.

Magic stones.

What kind of fake bullshit was this? She wasn’t even going to flip over some Tarot cards or gaze into a crystal ball like all the other fraudsters? God, I hoped Belle was going to be satisfied even if her “experience” wasn’t as advertised; regardless, it still counted, we had a deal.

“I want to know if me and Taylor are going to get married.” She barely took a breath. “Also, if I’m going to be famous. I can sing and dance, I just haven’t worked out which one I like better.”

Madame Delia made a show of picking up the stones, waving her hands around like it would convince us—it didn’t—like it was somehow more legitimate. “Let’s see, little girl, the stones know all.”

I was about to correct Madame Fake-ster that while Belle looked like she was eight, she was days away from her thirteenth birthday, when Belle threw out her hand and made me stop. She knew me as well as I knew her, and while there’d be a cold day in hell before I’d let a scam-artist call me a “little girl” she was fine with it if it meant she got her way.

“Don’t ruin it,” Belle whispered. “I need to know.”

Inwardly I cringed, praying the stones and their magic didn’t take long as my hands balled into fists by my sides. I’d be quiet, but only because Belle had been the one to ask, waiting not so patiently as non-remarkable colored rocks dropped onto the table in an uncoordinated heap.

“Ahhh, yes, I see your future,” Madame Delia said, studying the rocks like they were actually spelling it out. “But love, love will be a long and difficult road for you. It will be a long time before you find your special someone. If at all.”

“What?” Both Belle and I responded at the same time, not expecting such a harsh dose of reality.

I mean, sure, Taylor wasn’t my sister’s soulmate.

And relationships were hard work and if she eventually got married and had a family, it was going to have to be with a really special guy. Preferably someone with a backbone too or Belle was going to walk all over them.

But that wasn’t what we were paying for, only putting up with the charade, because unlike me, my sister liked to hear stories that probably weren’t true. She even believed in fortune cookies and horoscopes, and that hotdogs weren’t filled with all kinds of extra bits no one would even consider eating if they weren’t slathered in ketchup.

No one wanted to hear bad news. That was what the internet was for, not to be provided by a drama major with a superiority complex.

“No.” Belle shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. “Check the stones again. There’s been a mistake.” Her emotions bubbled to the surface, always having been overly dramatic. “You can’t tell me that I’m not going to find love ever. Take it back.”

Even though I knew it was a scam, and that nothing the woman told us was true, I hated she’d upset Belle. And while, yes, my sister could give a daytime actress a run for an Emmy, intentionally making someone upset wasn’t a good service model.

“Tell her,” I insisted. “Tell her you made a mistake.”

“I don’t control the stones. I can only read them as they fall.”

Madame Delia was playing the part until the end, refusing to budge or modify her so-called reading even if it meant making someone cry.

“The stones?” Irritation bit at my voice, annoyed we’d wasted precious time only to have Belle get upset. “These are nothing but colored rocks.” My fingers reached down picking up the offending pebbles and tossing them aside.

It was childish, throwing rocks, but tossing Madame Delia wouldn’t be acceptable and I wasn’t sure I had the arm strength. She took a step back, anticipating she might be my next target before her eyes fell down to where they’d collected on the floor.

“You find love!” She pointed accusingly at the scattered stones. “You find love, and he’s a good man, and you’re together forever.”

I turned, still irritated but glad that she’d finally given us what Belle had wanted. “See, Belle. She made a mistake and it’s fine now. She said so herself. You find love, it’s forever, he’s a good man.”

At no point had I bought into it, knowing the whole charade was horseshit. But if it meant my sister’s happiness, then I’d play along. At least until we could get out of there and onto a rollercoaster.

Madame Delia cleared her throat, shaking her head as our gazes connected. “Not her. You. His name is . . .” She snapped her fingers, expanding on the theatrics. “Edwin. Edwin Carlisle. He’s the one.”

It was tempting to argue, to tell her she’d gotten the wrong sister. I didn’t give a rat’s ass about my potential true love, too worried about getting a solid GPA so I could get into a decent college and then law school.

And Edwin, really? She couldn’t think of any other name? Possibly something popular from the last three decades? Or maybe it was her safety net, building in a clause so I couldn’t come back later and accuse her of lying. The “well, it’s not my fault you didn’t meet Edwin Carlisle. I just told you he was the man of your dreams and would love you forever, not where to find him.”

A loophole.

Which just made it worse.

“We’re leaving,” I announced to Belle, not willing to give Madame Delia any more attention than she had already received. And with a firm and definite tug, I pulled Belle from the tent, leaving the stones, the reading, and hopefully the bad memories as we left.

Belle was uncharacteristically quiet, her small hand grasping mine tightly as we silently navigated the crowd. I didn’t need to see her face to know she was probably fighting back tears, worried that if she did cry, I’d yell at her for being silly and dramatic.

“Hey.” I pulled us to a stop, angry at the stupid woman who’d upset my sister in the first place, and at myself for obviously being so hard on her. “I’m sorry.”

“Why are you apologizing?” Belle hiccupped, her eyes glassy as her head tilted back.

“Because sometimes, I’m an asshole, and make fun of the fact you care about this stuff. It was insensitive of me. It’s okay to want love and a relationship. And just because I think you’re too young to worry about that or don’t see that as important, I shouldn’t make you feel like you can’t want it.”

Belle’s head nodded, a single tear trailing down her cheek as she wiped it away. “You’re right. It is silly.”

“No, no it’s not. And you know what, it’s ridiculous what she said,” I insisted, doubling down on my efforts to cheer her up. “Belle, everyone loves you. You’ve got more friends than I’ve ever had and anytime you meet someone, they can’t help but smile at you. You’re so talented and funny, and you constantly make people happy. Any guy would be lucky to have you. And if there’s a reason that bitch couldn’t see it, it’s because there’s going to be hundreds of them vying for your affection. You’re going to have your pick. Like The Bachelor, but less sexist and with waaaaay better options.”

Belle laughed, knowing that even her idealistic, romantic heart could see what a train wreck that show was. “Yeah, and they all have to bring me roses, not the other way around.”

“Whatever you want,” I agreed, glad to see the smile back on her face. “Whole bunches. The poor bastards are going to go broke.”

She laughed again, sucking in a breath. “And I want to be your maid of honor when you marry Edwin.”

God.

Really?

“Belle, there is no Edwin. He doesn’t exist.”

“If you’re so sure, why don’t you just agree then.” Bell folded her arms across her chest, the sadness from earlier having disappeared and in its place smugness.

And she did have me on a technicality. If I was as convinced as I said, it would be a fairly easy promise to make, right? It was like promising if you became an astronaut and went to the moon, she could have my room. And I got airsick.

“Fine,” I conceded. “If I marry a man named Edwin Carlisle, you can be the maid of honor.” It might as well have been a trip to the moon, because they had the same probability.

“In writing,” Belle insisted, pulling out a flyer she had advertising Madame Delia tucked away in her pocket.

For all her doe-eyed naivety, she wasn’t an idiot. Then again, it had been drilled into us by our father that nothing was more ironclad than a contractual agreement. Hell, he’d even drawn one up for our allowance, stipulating the terms and conditions to guarantee our payout.

“Okay, okay. In writing.” I looked around us, spying a small stall selling oversized novelty pens.

Begrudgingly, I parted with the few dollars it took to secure the ridiculous writing instrument, trying to balance it in my hand as I wrote very clearly on the back of the flyer.

 

I, Zara Mathews, of sound mind and body, legally assure that Belle Mathews will hereby be my maid of honor should I marry Edwin Carlisle.

 

It was signed, handing it over to Belle who inspected it and put it in her pocket with a satisfied grin. “Now it’s a done deal.” She threw her arms around me, looking at the pen still in my hand. “Can I have that too?”

“Fine.” I rolled my eyes, thinking it would not only be better appreciated but it was more suited for her anyway. It was pink with unicorns—enough said.

“Now can we go ride the coasters?” I asked, looking at the time display on my phone and knowing it was going to be down to the wire. Maybe we could ask Mom and Dad for an extra hour. Surely once they’d seen we hadn’t been kidnapped or gotten into trouble—no one had to know about the Madame Delia mess—they’d cave. Especially if Belle did the asking, everyone had a really, really hard time saying no to her.

Belle nodded, the earlier shitshow obviously forgotten. “Yep, we can go now. And when we’re done, milkshakes!”

“Sounds good,” I agreed, looping my arm around hers. “Let’s go scream until we lose our voices.”

Her eyes brightened, always up for anything that was extreme. “You’re the best sister ever, Zara.”

“You’re not so bad yourself, Belle.”
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NOW

Zara

 

“See, I told you this was a bad idea.”

While I appreciated Belle’s enthusiasm for celebrating my new promotion, a special dinner in my honor had been unnecessary. We could have easily ordered takeout, gotten it delivered to the apartment we shared, and toasted my success from the comfort of our living room in our pjs.

Instead, we had just finished appetizers at an overpriced Manhattan bistro when Belle had received the 9-1-1 call from Hayley, her best friend.

“We were not going to sit in our apartment on a Friday night like a pair of old ladies, Zara. They made you a senior associate and gave you an office, it’s a big deal.”

She was right, it was a big deal, and it was taking me a step closer to making partner. I knew at twenty-eight I was still a few years from sitting at the big boy table, but I was well on my way to eventually realizing my childhood dream of becoming a Supreme Court Justice. I was also getting the attention from all the right people for all the right reasons, and not just because I was a woman.

“Well, if we had been in our apartment when Hayley called, I would still be there instead of being in this cab on the way to the hospital. I still don’t know why you’re making me come. I’m not her birth partner.” I sighed impatiently.

Hayley had recently decided my sister—who had the kindest heart of anyone I knew but wasn’t exactly the most responsible person—needed to be with her when she brought her baby into the world. The baby daddy was out of the picture, and she didn’t want a family member watching her deliver a watermelon from her vagina and then have to sit across from them at family dinners.

Honestly, I could understand that part. I loved my mom and my dad dearly, but it would be a cold day in hell before I’d let either of them see that. Assuming I had kids, which was a big if.

And of course Belle was only too thrilled at being selected, reveling in her appointed position like she’d been chosen for a lead role in a Broadway play. Which incidentally was her big dream, and where she met Hayley who up until getting herself in the family way had dazzled audiences as Christine in Phantom of the Opera. Belle had been one of the dancers, still working her way up the ranks.

“Zara!” she exclaimed dramatically. “You know I’ll get lost looking for the right place to go. I can’t read maps, and hospitals make me nervous. And Hayley needs me! I’ll probably end up in the janitor’s closet while she’s all alone, bringing a miracle into the world, and I’ll have let her down. I will hate myself forever for disappointing her. All you need to do is come with me, help me get to Hayley, and then you can leave. I’ll even pay for your ride home annnnnnnnd I’ll give you my undying, unending love and adoration.”

“I thought I already had that?” I laughed, her ability to still get her way after all these years never failing to impress me. “And I’m here, aren’t I? And you might want to dial down the drama. I’ve got a feeling there’s going to be plenty of that in the room without you.”

Belle nodded, her eyes shining with excitement as we got closer to the hospital. “Oh, shit! I almost forgot.” She dug into her large Mary Poppins handbag and pulled out a beautifully wrapped box. “I was going to give this to you when we were having dessert, but I guess that won’t happen now. Anyway, congrats!”

My heart swelled, feeling a little bad about being so cranky over being inconvenienced. “Belle, you didn’t have to give me a present. Dinner would have been enough.”

“Noooooooo. This is special, and you neeeeeeeeed it,” she insisted, pushing the box closer. “Besides, I had so much fun buying it for you and I want to see your face when you open it.”

The glint in her eye was slightly unsettling, the excitement replaced by mischief. My gaze flicked to the driver who was mostly ignoring us, the brightly colored box not giving me any clues as to what was housed inside. “Please tell me this isn’t anything embarrassing. It’s not from a sex shop, is it?” I groaned, knowing with Belle it could be anything. “And it better not be illegal either.”

Belle laughed, nudging my shoulder with hers. “Come on, would I do that?” Yeah, yeah she would. “Just open it already.”

Tentatively—because honestly it could be anything—I slipped off the red satin bow and lifted the glittery silver lid. Inside, nestled in a bed of crisp white tissue paper, was a beautiful wooden gavel, polished so evenly I could almost see my reflection in the lacquer. “Oh my God,” I gasped, pulling it out of its wrapping and letting the box drop to the floor. “Belle!”

It was beautiful, expertly carved with such workmanship that it had to be handmade and custom. I couldn’t stop looking at it, my vision getting blurry as I blinked furiously.

“Do you like it?” She grinned with expectation. “I know you’re not a judge yet, but my drama teacher always told us it’s good to have a visual cue. Something tangible to hang on to and remind you of your goal. I’m positive it’s how I landed my gig for Phantom; I’ve been carrying around the stub from when we went to see it years ago. Now look at me! I just know my big break is coming, and this,” she pointed to the gavel I’d cradled against my chest, “is coming for you.”

I was such an asshole.

It was possibly one of the nicest, most thoughtful gifts I’d ever received, and Belle was the best sister anyone could ask for. Even if she was crazy impulsive and often dragged me into whatever shenanigans she got herself into.

“I love it, Belle. It’s perfect.” I stroked it, testing the weight in my hand and imagining myself sitting behind a bench wearing a black robe. “Thank you so much.”

She nodded, thrilled I’d loved her present as much as she assumed. “I knew you would. Now we just need to find Hayley and you can go home and practice. You’re out of order!” Her little fist smacked her thigh dramatically. “Sidebar immediately!”

I laughed, shaking my head at her little display. “You’ve been practicing.”

“Always.” Her hands knotted, shoving them under her chin as she grinned.

There wasn’t any more time for conversation, the cab pulling up in front of Mount Sinai Hospital. “Here you go, ladies,” the cab driver called over his shoulder, tapping his fingers impatiently while Belle counted out the money for the fare.

My feet hit the sidewalk as we shuffled out of the car, the bustle of the city still very much in full swing despite the sun having set an hour earlier.

It was my favorite time of the day, the early evening hours when the lights lit up the city and the night was filled with possibilities. There was an excitement that crackled in the air, the slight element of uncertainty because of the dark, while the busyness of New York City cradled you in familiarity all at the same time.

“Okay, let’s get you up to labor and delivery.” I looped an arm into hers, still holding the gavel with my other hand.

Unlike Belle, I’d brought a more elegant clutch purse instead of a huge handbag to dinner which meant I had nowhere to put it. I’d accidently left the box in the cab in all the excitement, leaving me holding my new prized possession.

It was probably for the best anyway, I didn’t want anything happening to it and I would be on my way back home sooner than later. Besides, everyone in the hospital would be too busy to worry about me and my fancy accessory, so who cared.

We dashed through the main doors, our focus on finding Hayley before the baby crowned, laughing as we hustled our way to the site map.

“Edwin Carlisle, please report to the Nurses’ station. Edwin Carlisle.”

We both froze, the pop of the loudspeaker finishing its announcement as we turned to look at each other.

Belle gasped, pointing to the sky like she’d just heard the voice of God. “Did she just say—”

“No, we must have heard it wrong,” I responded, convinced there was no way the announcement contained the name of my fictitious boyfriend who apparently was supposed to be my soulmate.

I mean, it had been years since that stupid visit to Coney Island, and I’d almost forgotten about it entirely. Obviously not totally, because the minute the name was mentioned, my heart did a weird summersault I knew wasn’t healthy.

What the hell was that?

I didn’t believe that shit, why did I even react at all?

“What?” Belle asked, incredulously. “We both heard it wrong? I don’t think so.”

Fine, I was willing to concede that the chances of both of us hearing the name—which didn’t seem to fit in the current century—were remote, but that didn’t mean anything. It was probably someone’s grandfather or some crusty old man who’d wandered off confused. And regardless of what Madame Delia had said, I was not shacking up with some guy who was ready to pick out a headstone.

Nope.

Not happening.

“Okay, so we heard it, but we need to get you to Hayley and I’m almost positive that whoever Edwin is, he is not the guy for me.” I tugged on Belle’s arm forcefully, hoping to move her feet which were glued to the floor.

Last thing we needed was for Belle to get sidetracked. While I knew first-time moms could sometimes take a while to deliver, the sooner Belle was sitting safely beside Hayley, the happier I would be. It would lower the chances of trouble as well, which at the moment were rating fairly high.

Belle shook her head, staying rooted in her spot protesting like she was chained to a tree ready for condemnation at the hands of a logger. “Zara, you have to go see him.”

“Belle,” I huffed, half exasperated and half unnerved. “It was years ago, and you have to know that woman was full of shit, right? You had plenty of boyfriends. Some have even proposed. If she’d been right, you’d be by yourself, knitting tea cozies, surrounded by cats. She was wrong about you, and she was wrong about me.”

Just as I’d predicted—without the aid of painted rocks—there’d been a long line of suitors who’d fallen under Belle’s infectious charm. First boys, then men—all of them captivated, making heart-eyes at my sister while pledging their undying devotion. Some getting down on one knee with a shiny diamond ring. Belle had turned them all down because as much as she loved the attention and was still a hopeless romantic, she bored easily and lost interest even quicker.

“But was she wrong? I’m still single.” Belle’s eyes widened, her hand anchoring on her hip as she refused my continued tugs.

“By choice!” I pointed out. “You have been in love more times than I can count.”

She waved her hand, dismissing me and the truth, and went with her own version of events. “Or maybe I wasn’t. Maybe I was just infatuated and deep down I knew I wasn’t in love which is why I broke up with them.”

Great, of all the times for my sister to decide to find logic.

“Belle.” I rolled my eyes. “What is it you expect me to do? Head to the nurses’ desk and say, ‘hi, you don’t know me but you’re the love of my life.’ We’re in a hospital. They’re going to think I’ve either escaped from the psych ward or they’re going to put me in it.”

Wouldn’t do wonders for my career aspirations either.

“And,” I continued, “he’s probably gone now anyway.”

“You promised. You made an agreement in writing. So whether or not he’s gone, you need to at least go see,” Belle insisted, pointing in the direction of the nurses’ desk even though—apparently—she didn’t know the layout of the hospital.

I scoffed, drawing in a sharp breath. “That stupid agreement was for you to be my maid of honor if I married him. It said nothing about me making a fool of myself in front of the medical staff at Mount Sinai.”

“And how are you supposed to marry him—therefore fulfilling the agreement to me—if you don’t meet him?”

She should’ve been a litigator.

Completely focused on finding whatever tiny loophole there was, even though to everyone else it was utterly unreasonable.

I was ready to continue my objection, prepared to argue like I was defending an innocent man on death row. But as ridiculous as the whole situation seemed, it was quicker to head to the nurses’ station, confirm Edwin Carlisle had left, and get the hell on with delivering Belle to Hayley. And while I’d never admit it to Belle, part of me was slightly curious.

“Uhhhhhhhhh.” I swore under my breath, my heels clicking on the tile as I almost jogged to our rerouted destination.

He wasn’t even going to be there, I’d convinced myself. Going through the charade purely because, honestly, it would take less time and less effort than arguing.

Belle followed closely behind, her smaller strides moving into an animated skip in an effort to keep up.

And then.

Both of us stopped short.

We hadn’t even made it all the way to the nurses’ station, the desk still a couple feet away, but I needed a minute before going any further.

With his back to us stood a man.

Tall—over six-foot by my estimation—wearing a tailored suit so well it was impossible to miss how outstanding his body was. Broad shoulders took up all that expensive real estate in his jacket like it was paying Manhattan rent, his strong back tensing within the fabric as he twisted. It was mesmerizing to watch, the incredible ass that I found when my eyes dropped, our reward for their journey southward.

Shit, I whispered internally, slightly embarrassed I was obviously ogling a stranger. It wasn’t my style, forcing my gaze back to his head where—I mistakenly thought—it was safe.

It wasn’t.

Thick black hair flirted with the top of his collar, the short waves just long enough that it teased at what would have been a conservative cut.

If he was a grandpa or some older guy, he was obviously doing some black-market drugs that had stopped the hands of time. And maybe I’d been too hasty in my declaration of not being interested. Senior citizens needed love too, and if his front was half as attractive as his back, then I’d at the very least need to take a look.

To confirm it was drug use, of course.

Belle cleared her throat, biting back her grin as she pointed to him. “Go on, I’ll wait here.”

Her words jolted me, the kick of reality I needed to shake whatever bullshit hormone imbalance I’d been experiencing, and remind me I was in a hospital, about to approach a stranger. A seemingly attractive stranger, but a stranger, nonetheless.

Shooting her a stern sideways glance to warn her off any typical Belle shenanigans of interference—her assurance to wait there wasn’t binding without a proper agreement—I took my first tentative step.

Only the first was tentative though, finding my confidence and straightening my back as I got closer. I wasn’t some meek and delicate flower who crumbled into a pool of hormones at the sight of a good-looking man. I also knew that being attractive meant nothing, he could be rude, obnoxious, and conceited, all of which would have me losing interest almost instantly despite that incredible package.

My nerves still buzzed even if I didn’t outwardly show it, my chin kicking up a little higher as I tapped him on the shoulder without hesitation. “Excuse me.”

I wasn’t the only one who hadn’t hesitated, the handsome stranger turning as two dark blue eyes met mine, his incredibly handsome face lighting up with an amazing infectious smile.

He was too beautiful.

With the kind of face you found in expensive, thick and glossy magazines, both sexy, seductive, yet so goddamn compelling.

If that was the work of dark web pharmaceuticals, then I wanted in.

“Hi.” I waved, having retrieved my hand from his shoulder before it did anything else more inappropriate. “I’m sorry to disturb you, have you got a minute?” My eyes darted to the nurse he was conversing with; the woman already having gone back to her computer screen. Whatever business they’d been discussing had either ended organically or I’d interrupted, and she was too busy to care either way. Good thing too, because I’d prefer not to have an audience.

“Surrrree.” The word was unnecessarily elongated as his lips edged into a teasing grin.

His head tipped to the side, moving away from the desk. It was maybe three steps, both of us edging closer to the wall which gave us as much privacy as we were going to get.

“Hi,” I said again. “I know this sounds really crazy,” it doesn’t just sound it, Zara, “but I was wondering, is your name Edwin Carlisle?”

There was no easy way to ask, no subtle way to segue into a conversation where I discovered his name. And considering Belle still had to get to Hayley before she had the baby, I didn’t have the luxury of time to finesse it. Besides, the guy—whether he was Edwin or not—probably had a million things to do.

His eyes dropped down to the gavel I was still clutching, not having occurred to me to ask Belle to hold it. “Am I being subpoenaed, Your Honor?” The smile got wider.

There was a playful edge to his tone, like he was more intrigued by my sudden demand of his identity rather than annoyed. And if circumstances were different, I might’ve assumed he was flirting. But surely no one flirted with a strange woman in a hospital, did they?

“Ha!” I laughed, holding up the gavel and acknowledging it. “Actually, judges don’t serve subpoenas. But nice try.”

His beautiful dark blue eyes flicked over my body, studying me a little more closely than I thought was necessary. “A little young to be a judge, aren’t you?” His hand waved, not waiting for my answer. “Unless you’re some law prodigy. Is that what we’re dealing with?”

Wait. Was he flirting with me?

While it was usually Belle who got the attention, I’d had the occasional guy try to pick me up in a bar or club. But not just randomly, in the middle of a hospital. And not by a man who was so . . . delicious. That never happened. At least not until they at least got to know me a little better.

And something must’ve been very wrong with me because for some stupid reason, I was enjoying it.

The corners of his smile edged wider as his brow lifted, like he knew, tipping his head to the side and waiting for me to answer.

“I’m Zara,” I offered, sticking out my hand and attempting a proper introduction. “I’m a lawyer, but as much as I’d love to be a law prodigy, I’m not. This,” I waved the gavel in my hand, “was a gift from my sister for my promotion.”

“Pleased to meet you, Zara.” He shook my hand, neglecting to add his name. “Congrats on the promotion. Now, why don’t you tell me why you’re so desperate to find Edwin Carlisle?”

There was a familiarity over the way he said the name, like he’d said it a million times before. And if he wasn’t the guy we were looking for, surely he would’ve said.

The excitement bubbled inside of me, my own smile making an appearance. “It’s too ridiculous to even repeat.”

Instant attraction wasn’t something that usually happened with me.

I could appreciate a guy who was good-looking, but then I needed a little more. Something beyond the window dressing to keep me interested.

He got closer, the familiarity and the proximity should’ve made me nervous, but it didn’t. “I bet it isn’t. And since it seems so important—finding Edwin—why don’t you tell me.”

My heart stopped, searching his face for confirmation even though he’d given me the answer. “I-I . . .” there was no way I could tell him the truth, “it was a stupid dare.”

I wasn’t sure what sounded more ridiculous, two grown women playing a game of dare or the idea that he could be my soulmate. I was usually better at thinking on my feet, the whole meeting-my-destiny-that-I-was-sure-was-bullshit throwing me off.

“Your sister?” His head tipped in the direction of Belle who was being completely obvious she was watching.

“Yeah.” I nodded. “And since I’ve fulfilled the dare, I should go. So . . . thanks.” I waved—ironically more the gavel than my hand—and turned to back away.

I mean, what else was there to say to the guy?

I’d met him, done whatever Belle had thought I was contractually obligated to do, and we still had to get my sister to the delivery ward.

So what if I was instantly attracted to him, and he had a nice smile. I knew nothing about him other than his name, which was just some weird coincidence.

It had to be.

Old-school names had made a comeback; it didn’t mean anything.

Steady, measured strides took me away from Edwin, purposely not looking back as I moved toward my sister. Her face was filled with so much expectation, I almost felt worse for her than myself. Although, I wasn’t sure I really could be disappointed in something that didn’t happen.

There was a meeting, and it was over, what more did I expect?

A three-minute interaction was not long enough for me to form any kind of attachments, superficial or otherwise.

“Okay, now that’s done, we need to get you to Hayley before this kid is born and has already celebrated his or hers first birthday.” I didn’t look back, keeping my voice unemotional so she wouldn’t see I was slightly deflated.

Because as much as I knew it was ridiculous to even feel like that, if Belle sniffed it out, I’d have even bigger problems to deal with. Like her chasing the poor guy down and demanding he date me or something equally inappropriate.

“Oh, really?” Belle asked, her eyes widening.

Great.

Maybe I hadn’t been as convincing as I’d thought.

“Belle, I said hello. What did you expect? A marriage proposal?” I huffed impatiently, tugging on her arm.

“Well, if I’d known there was a chance you might’ve proposed, I wouldn’t have let you walk away.”

The voice came from behind me.

His voice.

And suddenly Belle’s excitement made sense.

It had nothing to do with me and what I’d said, but the fact he’d followed me back.
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Edwin

 

Meeting women wasn’t usually a problem.

A bar, the grocery store—hell once I’d even gotten a phone number picking up my laundry from the dry cleaner. But a hospital, that was new even for me.

At first, I thought it was some kind of practical joke. I’d come to visit Nate, my old college roommate, since I was in town. Unlike me, he’d completed his medical degree and became an ER physician. I, instead, dropped out and decided to go into law.

It was still a bone of contention between us. Nate believed I should’ve followed him into the medical profession and saved lives. Instead, most of the time, I ended them. Not in the traditional way, I mean, they still got to be alive and breathe, but for most of them, they’d have preferred not to be. Not that most —if not all—of them didn’t deserve it. And hey, I slept fine at night with my life choices.

But Zara—she wasn’t a woman I was going to ignore whether it was a joke or not. Which was why when she said goodbye, I followed her.

She was beautiful. Her dark eyes were the color of a perfectly brewed espresso, with dark brown hair that hung loose in large waves, framing her gorgeous face. Her body was equally impressive, conservatively wrapped in a skirt and jacket that screamed corporate but was sexy all the same.

“Heeeeeyyyyy!” She twisted around suddenly, making me worried about where that gavel might land.

It was cute that she thought I didn’t know how a subpoena was served, and I wasn’t interested in correcting her.

“Zara.” I liked saying her name and hoped I’d have the opportunity to say it a few more times. “So want to tell me more about this marriage proposal?”

Usually talk of marriage before you’d even dated someone was a huge red flag. And I’d been in enough bad relationships to run ten miles when it didn’t feel right. But something about the situation told me Zara was different. And crazy or not, I wasn’t running anywhere. Not at least until I got her phone number or a commitment I’d see her again.

She laughed nervously, shooting her sister a glare before turning back toward me. “It was nothing. Just a—”

“Dare?” I finished for her. “Well then, I don’t want to be the one to stop you.” I grinned, straightening as I waved a hand in front of me. “Go ahead, Zara, propose. I’ll pretend to act surprised.”

Unlike Zara—who had legs for days—her sibling resembled Tinker Belle. She was short and petite, with dirty blonde hair and light brown eyes, and would probably be carded until she was thirty. She was pretty, but wasn’t even close to the level of heat Zara had simmering.

Her sister squealed, knotting her hands together and shoving them under her chin. “This is the best thing ever! Don’t forget, I’m the maid of honor, we have an agreement.”

“Would you stop!” Zara huffed, either embarrassed or frustrated. I had no idea how long their little game had been going on so couldn’t guess either way. “I’m not proposing.”

I wasn’t sure who the statement was addressed to but claimed it all the same. “Oh? Shame.” I tried to pull my mouth into an exaggerated frown, unable to keep from smiling. “I have my acceptance speech all worked out.”

She rolled her beautiful eyes, nailing me with a look. “Even if I did propose, you weren’t going to accept.”

“We’ll never know now, will we?” I shrugged, unable to help myself as I moved closer. “But I think at the very least we owe it to ourselves—and our almost trip to the altar—to have a coffee.”

It was more direct than I usually was, and I’ll admit, the strangest way I’d ever attempted a date. But regular or not, coffee would make a good start. Maybe dinner? I mean, if I had to be in town for the next week or two, I might as well take advantage of an opportunity that had landed in my lap.

Zara shifted on her feet, and I wasn’t sure if she was uncomfortable with the indecision churning in her head or with me.

Before she had a chance to answer, her sister’s phone erupted loudly. “Shiiiiitt,” she swore. “It’s Hayley. I’ve got to go. Better run. Have fun!”

Zara grabbed her sister’s arm, stopping what looked to be a hasty escape. “I thought you said you didn’t know where you were going? And that you needed me to personally escort you?”

She wasn’t mad per se, more likely suspicious and if I’d been more of a gentleman, I might have been more interested. But the truth was that I was glad her sister was looking to leave, excited it meant that date or not, I’d get a few moments alone with Zara. But I wasn’t going to leave any of that to chance, deciding to insert myself into the equation whether they wanted me there or not.

“You need an escort?” I asked, unsure of what I wanted the answer to be. “Because I know this place so well, I could probably give you a guided tour.”

“No, I’ve got it!” The pixie clutched her phone against her chest. “You guys go plan your life together.” She shot her sister a wicked grin. “I’ll call you after the baby is born. Have fun.”

And without giving either of us a chance to interject, she took off, leaving us behind to watch her leap and twirl like a ballet dancer in the direction of the elevator.

“So, Zara.” I turned my attention back to where it wanted to be. “Seems like she has it covered.”

She shook her head, sighing. “She does this. Pretends she isn’t capable, only to have everyone else do it for her. But as you can see,” she pointed to where her sister had run to, “she miraculously finds the ability when it suits her.”

“Hmmm, and what about you?” I asked, not needing the confirmation to know she was probably the opposite. “You get people to do things for you too?”

She didn’t even blink, meeting my eyes easily as the hint of a smile twitched at her lips. “When I need it.”

Ooooooooohhh, maybe she wasn’t as conservative as she looked, the hint of something naughty exciting me more than made sense.

“Something we have in common then,” I offered, dancing the line between flirty and cocky. And as much as I wanted to believe I had her interest as much as she had mine, I wasn’t so conceited to know she couldn’t walk away.

“Edwin—”

“Zara.” I cut off what started to sound like a goodbye and moved closer. “You were going to ask me to marry you, I think having a coffee is a good place to start.”

Her eyes widened as she swore under her breath. “I wasn’t going to ask you to marry me.”

“Your Honor, I think the transcripts will show different.” I smirked. “Should we review?”

She laughed, which was a good sign since I wasn’t in the habit of begging women to go out with me. “You know, it’s been a really strange night. Maybe coffee isn’t such a bad idea.”

I folded my arms across my chest, lifting a brow. “You want to give me just a little more enthusiasm there, Zara?”

“Well, that depends on where we go for coffee.” Her manicured nail tapped against her pretty pink lips. “Cafeteria coffee isn’t really worth getting excited over.”

On that we could agree.

But there wasn’t a chance I was going to be wasting the opportunity by heading to the cafeteria. “There’s a coffee shop around the corner. And the coffee is so good, you’ll be ruined for all future cups.”

It wasn’t a lie either.

Nate’s schedule was ridiculous and nailing down a time to catch up like normal people was almost impossible. Which was why getting coffee at Cups was a solid reason for meeting him at the hospital.
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