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      Lincoln Foster thought he might throw up. He clutched the flowers in his sweaty hand and had to remind himself not to crush the stems. This was his first date in six long years. He couldn't screw it up.

      He got out of his car and touched the bit of plastic in his ear, making sure it was secure. One of the voices instructed him, "As soon as she opens the door, tell her she looks beautiful."

      A second voice chimed in, "More beautiful than the last time you saw her."

      He pursed his lips and blew three bursts of breath out into the chilly autumn evening air.

      "You've got this," a third voice encouraged.

      He nodded, even though the voices couldn't see him. He stood straighter, made sure the flowers weren't crushed, and forced himself to stride up the sidewalk and climb the three steps to the front porch, and then cross to the front door. He swallowed hard, then lifted his fist and knocked. The cellophane crinkled obnoxiously loud in the quiet of the evening.

      A moment later, the door opened.

      Lincoln's eyes fixed on a pair of feet clad in fuzzy red socks. "You… you look even… more beautiful than… than when I saw you last." It came out in a stilted mess, but at least the words were understandable.

      "You've never seen me before, idiot."

      Lincoln's throat constricted as his gaze snapped up to her face. This must be Lisa. His date's sister. He squawked, "OhnoIamsosorry," as a single word.

      "Maybe you should just go." She crossed her arms over a well-worn sweatshirt emblazoned with the Penn State logo.

      Sue, his actual date, came up behind her. "It's fine." Her weary tone dashed any hope that she hadn't heard his mistake. "Come in."

      He thrust the bouquet in her direction as he stepped through the door. The carnation's stems were no match for his white-knuckled fist. "Theseareforyou." A Yorkie eyed him suspiciously from the sofa.

      Lisa snorted. "Not for me?" She rolled her eyes and snatched the flowers from him before Sue could make a move. "I'll put these in water. You kids have fun." She shot him one more filthy look before turning on her heel.

      "Thanks for the flowers." Sue didn't look at him as she pulled her coat on.

      "Dude. Tell her she looks nice." One of the voices said.

      She did look nice in her sky blue dress and carefully done hair and makeup, but he ignored the suggestion. Opening his mouth would produce nothing good at this point.

      "We should get going." Sue clearly wanted to get this over with.

      Lincoln stepped back, catching his heel on the door. He yelped, sending the resident Yorkie into a hysterical barking frenzy. It charged at him, four pounds of raging fury. He slipped his hand into his pocket and pulled out a treat, which he tossed to the dog before it got close enough to sink its teeth into his ankles.

      "You just randomly carry dog treats in your pockets? That's… interesting."

      "Uh, I, um, it's, yeah. My job… uh…"

      His earpiece said, "Linc, just go. Out the door."

      This time, he listened. He held the screen door open until Sue came through and pulled the main door shut behind her. He let go of the screen door and it crashed against its frame with an awful racket.

      Sue walked ahead of him to his car, a little hybrid. "Cute car."

      He hurried to open her door for her. "Thanks. This was better than one of those ridiculous, giant, environment-destroying trucks." He closed her door and went around to the driver's side. At least he'd managed to get one sentence out normally.

      He pulled his seatbelt on and heard a rumble. The garage door directly in front of his car rolled up.

      Sue pointed to a massive truck. "You mean like that?" A four-door Ford Super Duty F350. Diesel. Black with lots of chrome.

      He audibly gulped.

      She pressed a button on her keyring and the garage door lowered. "Let me hide my environment-destroying shame."

      "I…" He went hot and cold.

      Her voice was about as cold as the shiver sliding down his spine. "Kidding. I love that truck. It was either that or a Prius, but I had to go with the slightly better towing capacity. Made more sense for my landscaping business."

      "Oh, crap," one of the voices muttered in his ear.

      She huffed an annoyed sigh. "Shall we? I'm hungry."

      "Of course." His voice quietly croaked out. He pulled onto the road and headed for the restaurant. They'd agreed on Carmine's Italian Restaurant, which was an unfortunate thirty-minute drive away.

      They'd gone at least ten minutes in uncomfortable silence when Sue spoke up. "Does this thing top out at thirty-five or something?"

      "Huh?"

      "Speed limit is fifty-five."

      He glanced down at the speedometer. "I'm going fifty."

      "Not feeling the other five?"

      "I, uh, don't tend to speed?"

      "Going the speed limit is speeding now? Did they change that recently?" She turned back toward the window and sighed something that sounded like, "The ravioli better be worth it."

      A few more torturous moments passed and Lincoln couldn't think of a single thing to say. The voices in his ear were quiet. Not that they'd been particularly helpful anyway.

      He tried, "So, um, you do landscaping. Do you like doing that?"

      She seemed to relax a little. Very little. "I love it. I think the design aspect is what I enjoy most."

      One of the voices in his ear said, "Design? Isn't landscaping just planting flowers and mowing grass?"

      Lincoln parroted the words exactly.

      The more reasonable of the three voices groaned, "You did not say that."

      "No, Lincoln, landscaping isn't just planting flowers and mowing grass. Unbelievable." She crossed her arms and turned her head to the window.

      It took a thousand years, but they arrived at Carmine's. Sue was out of the car and on the sidewalk before he had a chance to open her door.

      The host raised a snooty eyebrow when Lincoln had difficulty choking out his name for the reservation. He gave another snide look before he led them to their table. Sue said, "I'm going to the restroom. If the waiter comes, I'd like ice water."

      "Okay." He sat in his chair and half-expected her to make a beeline for the front door.

      "Now's your chance to redeem yourself," the earpiece told him.

      "Yeah. Order for her. It shows you're thoughtful and in control of the situation. It'll make up for putting your foot in your mouth."

      "That's not a great idea," the third voice said.

      The first two shushed him. "It's perfect. Get back on track. Order a nice appetizer and meal."

      Lincoln's hands shook a little as he held the thick leather menu. The words swam across the cream-colored parchment.

      The waiter approached the table with a tight smile. "Would you like to wait to order?"

      "You can do this," the voice encouraged him.

      "No, thanks. We'll have a bottle of this wine." He pointed to a name on the menu that meant nothing to him. "We'll have the stuffed mushrooms for the appetizer, and for the entrée, we'll both have the mushroom lobster fettucine in alfredo. Thank you."

      "Good job!"

      The waiter nodded. "Excellent choice, sir."

      A few minutes later, Sue came back from the restroom. The waiter brought the bottle of wine and turned to leave.

      "Excuse me, could I get a menu, please?" she said. "And some water?"

      Lincoln's heart thumped in his throat. He couldn't believe he'd forgotten the water.

      The waiter looked confused. "Your order was already placed?"

      "What?"

      Lincoln said, "I took the liberty⁠—"

      "Liberty indeed." She looked at the waiter. "I'll have the shrimp ravioli. With the special red sauce, please."

      "The first order is already in." He spoke with an undisguised tinge of annoyance.

      Sue matched his energy and carefully enunciated each word. "I didn't place an order. Shrimp ravioli. Red sauce. Please."

      "Certainly. I'll be right back with your water."

      He disappeared and a moment later, a different server appeared with a glass of water and a small tray holding the appetizer. He placed the dish in the center of the table.

      Sue's glass paused halfway to her lips. Her nose scrunched. "What is that?"

      "I'm sorry," Lincoln said. "I was trying to… I don't even know." He stared dismally at the mushrooms.

      Neither of them had touched the appetizer when their alfredo dishes arrived.

      "I appreciate the attempt at chivalry. Wait." She flicked her cloth napkin across her lap. "You know what? I actually don't. Ordering for someone you've just met is presumptuous and rude. I was looking forward to the shrimp ravioli, and I don't like mushrooms."

      He sent a panicked glance at her plate. Big chunks of mushroom sat atop the creamy noodles.

      The waiter came by. "How is everything?" He didn't sound hopeful.

      Lincoln gestured to Sue's plate. "Could we get this boxed up and get the shrimp ravioli, please?"

      He blinked like this was the first he'd heard anything about shrimp ravioli. "Right. We're out of red sauce. Would you care for the white sauce instead?"

      "No, thank you," Sue managed.

      "Would you like to order something else?"

      "Do you have lasagna?"

      "Certainly. Tonight's lasagna is spinach and mushroom. It's delicious."

      Her left eye twitched. "No regular, plain old lasagna?"

      "I'm afraid not."

      "Just a box then, please."

      As soon as the waiter walked away, Lincoln shook his head. "I'm so sorry."

      "It's fine."

      He knew it wasn't fine. "I'm sorry, Sue. This is a disaster."

      "I won't disagree." She sipped her water and shrugged. "It couldn't be much worse, that's for sure."

      The waiter returned with the check and boxes.

      Lincoln couldn't hand over his card fast enough.

      They boxed up the food.

      The waiter returned with an irritated expression. "Sir, your card was declined." Then he sighed. Actually sighed.

      Sue shoved her own card at him. "Here."

      Lincoln stared at his card like it was covered in hieroglyphs. "That can't be." He'd checked his account and paid bills before he left to pick her up. This didn't make any sense.

      "Obviously I'll pay you back. I'm so sorry." Sweat rolled down his back, and no doubt beaded across his forehead.

      The waiter returned and handed Sue her card. "Sign the top, bottom is your copy. Have a lovely evening." His tone suggested that he did not, in fact, want them to have a lovely evening.

      Lincoln stood quickly, taking a step toward Sue, intending to pull her chair out for her. At the same moment that she stood. His foot bumped the chair leg, and he stumbled. He reached out to catch himself on the edge of the table, but his hand grazed across Sue's wine glass. Sue's untouched, very full wine glass. Which splattered in every direction.

      In slow motion, the dark red wine arced upward, then down, creating a red slash down the entire front of Sue's pretty light blue dress.

      He made a strangled noise as the earpiece launched from his ear and landed on the table. He wasn't sure if he was going to vomit or cry. Or both.

      She eyed the earpiece with a hint of sympathy, like maybe she thought it was a hearing aid. He shoved it back into his ear with violently shaking hands. Not that it mattered, because the idiot voices had gone silent.

      The drive back to Sue's house was excruciating. Every quarter of a mile, he issued another desperate apology. His knuckles were white on the steering wheel. It was forever before he pulled into her driveway.

      "Sue, I'm⁠—"

      She snapped, "If you apologize one more time, I'm going to scream."

      "I, uh, I'll walk you to your door?"

      "NO. I've got it from here." She jumped out of the car and practically sprinted to the front door.
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      Lincoln rolled to a stop for a red light and smacked the steering wheel. "Oh, now you jerks are quiet? Thanks a lot."

      "Dude. Sorry. That was bad." Noah's sympathetic voice filled his ear.

      Alex agreed. "Yeah. You're right. You suck at dating. I had no idea how much."

      "You guys were supposed to help me!" He waited for the light to change. "I told you how important this was. She's never going to talk to me again."

      "She has to," Oren piped up. "You owe her money."

      "Aaaaahhhhhh! I never stopped at the ATM." Lincoln made an abrupt right-hand turn and drove around the block to backtrack to the bank. He slid his card into the ATM machine, where it was promptly declined. "I have plenty of money. What is going on?" He glared at the card, willing it to give him answers.

      A moment later, it did.

      "Oh, no."

      "What?" Alex and Oren asked in unison.

      "Today's November first."

      "So?"

      "My card expired yesterday. I got the new one last week and didn't think anything of it." He leaned forward and banged his forehead on the steering wheel a few times.

      "You don't have another card?"

      Lincoln sighed. "No. I only use my debit card."

      Noah snorted. "Yeah, you're forgetting he's Mr. Responsible, who never uses credit cards."

      "Come on, man, get off my back."

      Oren made a grunting noise. "You won't get any flack from me. I'd love to be out of debt."

      "It's been a long night, guys. I'm signing off." Without waiting for a response, Lincoln tugged the earpiece out, pressed the button, and tossed it onto the passenger seat.

      What a disaster. His one shot, and he'd blown it. There was no way he could ever look Sue in the eye again, and every eligible woman in town would probably know all about his stupidity by morning.

      Every minute of the evening replayed in excruciating detail. Every time he insulted her, every stupid idea he'd gone along with from the buzzing in his ear. Why? Why had he ever thought it would be a good idea to order her food for her? It was only chivalrous in the movies. Old, old movies.

      He parked the car in the driveway and carried his takeout containers—all three of them—into the house. The heavy containers mocked him as he put them in the fridge, a reminder of his stupid stupidity.

      He'd been so sure his friends would be able to help him. After all, they were all in great relationships, so they had to know something about dating, right? He could only imagine what Gretchen would have to say.

      Speaking of which, might as well get it over with. He dialed her number.

      She picked up right away. "It's only… 8:02. Why are you calling me? Are you stuck in the bathroom? How's it going? Do you need rescued?"

      Lincoln sighed heavily. "It went horribly."

      "Oh, geez. What did you do?"

      He immediately bristled and went on the defensive. "Why are you assuming I did something wrong?"

      Gretchen didn't bother dignifying that with a response. "Tell me you did not go ahead with your stupid plan to let those idiots talk you through the date on an earpiece."

      Ouch. She nailed it. "Those idiots are your friends, too."

      "If you think being my friend exempts anyone from being an idiot, think again. Now what exactly did you do?"

      Lincoln flopped onto the couch. Edith and Pickles jumped up on either side of him and demanded pets. Jerry was across the room, sprawled on the top level of their cat tower, satisfied with his own company. "It doesn't matter. It was a complete disaster."

      "It matters so you learn from it and do better next time."

      "There will be no next time. I'm going to die alone. I'll end up being a sad crazy animal dude living in a one-room shack with nineteen mangy cats and fifty dogs and I'll spend my day in a rocking chair on the front porch screaming at people to get off my lawn."

      Edith purred loudly, in total agreement with this plan.

      Gretchen didn't miss a beat. "I'm glad you've got it all figured out. What do you need me for?"

      "I need to borrow your car to haul the cats."

      She laughed at that. "Tell me everything. Leave nothing out."

      So he did. Every humiliating detail.

      And then he waited.

      For several long minutes.

      "Let me get this straight," she said slowly. "You called her sister beautiful, insulted her truck, belittled her profession, ordered her meal while she was in the restroom without having a clue what she'd want, and then stuck her with the bill for food she didn't eat."

      "It sounds so bad when you put it all together like that."

      "Wow."

      He heard the secondhand irritation in her voice.

      "Wow. I mean… wow."

      "Please don't say 'wow' again." He felt bad enough as it was.

      "Wooooooooow. Lincoln. Wow."

      "Are you done?"

      She was not. "I'm glad those geniuses in your ear didn't tell you to rob a bank. Although, if you had, you might not have stuck her with the bill."

      Lincoln listened to her barbs for a few more minutes. "Gretchen. What I need to know is what to do about it now."

      "Now? Nothing. Leave her alone. Forever."

      "I need to reimburse her and apologize." And definitely explain himself.

      "No."

      "No, what?"

      "That tone. Like you're having an idea."

      "I wouldn't call it an idea, exactly."

      She said more with her lengthy sigh than she could have with words.

      "I was thinking about a letter or something. Or maybe flowers." He hurried to clarify. "Not to ask her out again, strictly to apologize and explain that I acknowledge all the ways I was an idiot. I'm not stupid enough to think she'd give me another chance."

      "I mean, you were stupid enough to put a bug in your ear and let those idiots tell you what to say."

      He could imagine her squeezing her eyes shut and sending her red curls into a frenzy as she shook her head and contemplated the fates that put a whole passel of men in her life who existed without a single functioning brain cell among them. Which she regularly told them.

      "If I were her, I'd probably appreciate a short note of apology and cash. No letter. You're not Mr. Darcy. No flowers. Nothing fancy."

      "Mr. Darcy? Is that from one of the Shakespeare plays?"

      When she groaned, he could imagine her face with her eyes squeezed shut and her jaw clenched as she tried to summon a sliver of patience. "Mr. Darcy. Pride and Prejudice. Jane Austen. He wrote letters. You know what, never mind. Just listen to me. No letters, no flowers, just cash and an apology."

      Lincoln couldn't blame himself for his assumption. She ran a Shakespeare troupe and a theater, so of course his mind immediately went to Shakespeare. "Why not flowers?"

      There was a long pause. A really, really long pause. "Are you kidding me?"

      "Because she might not like them? Or maybe she's allergic?" Lincoln guessed.

      "Now you're worried about allergies? But not when you ordered her—never mind. No, Lincoln. Because flowers are romantic. If you give her flowers, she'll probably toss the card without looking at it."

      "Oh." Yup, that made a lot of sense.

      "Trust me on this."

      Of all his friends, she was probably the one to listen to. Which he should have figured out before subjecting Sue to the worst date of her life. He ran a hand down his face. "I trust you on this."

      "Okay. See you tomorrow."

      Lincoln tossed his phone onto the couch cushion. Pickles pounced on top of it and wrestled it into submission.

      Lincoln scratched his back. "Good job, ferocious protector."
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      Gretchen Ross was still thinking about Lincoln's date when she pulled into the busy parking lot at Hickory Hollow Animal Rescue early Saturday morning. Lincoln had roped her into volunteering to help with the photo shoot they'd set up. Hopefully the calendar they were creating would be a big fundraiser for the cause.

      She jumped out of her car and jogged over to Megan Caretti's SUV. "Here, let me help you!"

      Megan was pulling props and equipment out of the back of her vehicle. "Thanks. I probably shouldn't have brought everything, but once I got started with sorting the props I couldn't make myself pare it down." She set a small velvet armchair on the ground.

      "I totally understand that." She reached over to pull the dolly out of Megan's vehicle and pointed to the plastic bins stacked to the ceiling. She said, "Do these all go inside?"

      "Yeah," Megan said with a chuckle. "I told you, I brought everything and the kitchen sink."

      Gretchen stacked bins on the dolly, then pushed it up the ramp to the main entrance while Megan pulled a cart piled high with a mountain of even more bins.

      Lincoln was already inside and hurried to push the door open for them. "Is there anything else to bring in?"

      Megan waved a hand toward her vehicle. "Lots. You'll want to use the dolly."

      "What on Earth did you bring?"

      "Props."

      "We're only taking twelve pictures, right?"

      She stopped and eyed him.

      Gretchen bit her lips to keep from laughing at Megan's stunned expression.

      "Wrong. We're making a calendar that will feature at least twelve photos. In order to get twelve photos to put in the calendar, we'll need to shoot a lot more than that."

      He held his hands up in surrender. "Sorry, sorry, you're the expert." He looked to Gretchen for help.

      She shrugged. "Where are we setting up?"

      He seemed grateful for the change of subject. "In the common room."

      The rescue was housed in a building that was originally a tiny elementary school with ten classrooms, one huge common room that had served as a cafeteria, and three offices. When the school was closed two years earlier and absorbed into a larger district-wide elementary school, the community banded together and raised money to secure the building for the rescue. Lincoln, despite his social anxieties, had been instrumental in making that happen.

      It was the perfect setup for the rescue. The classrooms had been converted with kennels and cages to house the dogs and cats in separate spaces. The fenced-in playground area was perfect for daily exercise, and for potential adopters to play with the dogs. And the common room was a great space to hold fundraising events. The smallest of the three offices had even been converted to a makeshift hotel room so a staff member or volunteer could stay onsite in the event of impending snowstorms or other emergencies. Best of all, the floors in the entire building were designed for easy cleanup.

      Gretchen helped unload the cart and the dolly. She said to Megan, "You start setting up. We'll go get the rest of the stuff."

      Lincoln grabbed the cart and Gretchen pushed the dolly back to the entrance. Outside, the air was chilly and brisk. Fall had firmly taken hold of Hickory Hollow. The trees clung to the last of their colorful leaves against the brilliant blue sky.

      They loaded up the last of the bins from Megan's vehicle and lugged it all inside.

      In the common room, Megan had already attached white sheets to a frame and set up the backdrop. She spread another sheet on the floor to set the stage.

      "How can we help?" Gretchen asked.

      "The bins are labeled with months. If you could set them up in order along those tables, that'd be great."

      It took a few minutes for Gretchen and Lincoln to get the bins in order, and after that, Megan was busy setting her scenes, so they mostly stayed out of her way.

      They stood off to the side, watching Megan work her magic when Gretchen asked, "Did you decide how you're going to handle last night?"

      "Already done. I stopped and got cash to cover the bill plus tip, and a Carmine's gift card. I just wrote a generic 'sorry about the terrible evening and here's a gift card so you can go back and get the shrimp ravioli.' I left it on her front door this morning and sent a text to let her know it was there."

      "That was thoughtful."

      "I hope she thinks so. She read my text but hasn't responded. Not that I expect her to."

      Gretchen hoped this disaster of a date didn't set him back. It had taken a lot of nerve–six solid months–for him to gather the courage to try dating again after his therapist gave him the green light. Not that he'd ever dated much to begin with. "I'm sure she'll appreciate the gesture."

      "Where do you want us?" a voice boomed from the doorway.

      She turned toward the entrance. A group of Hickory Hollow's finest volunteer firefighters came in with their gear, ready to pose with the animals.

      Gretchen jumped to action. "You can hang out over here and I'll find out where Megan wants everyone."

      A few minutes later, Megan called, "Okay, ready to go!" and began directing the firefighters. When she was satisfied, she said, "Ready for the cats."

      Lincoln gave a nod and said, "I'll be back with the stars of the show."

      From there, the morning flew by in a flurry of activity, with scenery changes and cats, then dogs, and even a snake posing for the rescue's annual calendar.

      As the finale, each of the six firefighters was assigned an animal. Leashes and harnesses were attached for safety, and they went outside and posed as a group in front of the firetruck for the calendar's cover. The bright red truck against the orange and yellow leaves and perfect cloudless sky would make a stunning photo.

      Lincoln helped the rescue volunteers keep an eye on the animals until they were back inside, safe and secure.

      "I'll order pizza," Gretchen offered. She ordered, then helped Megan pack all the props back into their boxes and bins. "That was amazing."

      Megan beamed. "We got so many great shots. It's going to be hard to narrow it down to twelve. Of course the ones that don't make it to the calendar can be used for social media, so it's a win either way."

      "Good thinking."

      One of the rescue volunteers came up and shyly said, "Mrs. Caretti?"

      Megan whirled with a big smile. "Please call me Megan. Mrs. Caretti is my mother-in-law."

      "Sorry."

      "No need to be sorry. What's up?"

      "I was wondering…" The young woman twisted at the hem of her t-shirt. Her nametag read Alyssa. "I know you're very busy, but I was thinking that maybe…"

      Gretchen found herself holding her breath. Alyssa's nervousness was apparent.

      "Maybe, if it's not too much bother, could we maybe take some pictures of the lifers?"

      "Lifers? I'm sorry, I'm not sure what that means." Megan's voice was gentle.

      "It's the animals who have been here for a year or longer, that just seem to get overlooked because they're old or have health issues and people gravitate toward the kittens and puppies and cute animals." She sounded more confident the more she spoke. "We have several senior cats and dogs that would be wonderful companions if the right family would just give them a chance."

      Megan turned to Gretchen. "Would you be able to help a while longer?"

      "Of course."

      "Alyssa, that's a wonderful idea. Maybe we can even do a second calendar. Or spotlights on social media." As she talked, she refastened the backdrop to the frame. "Gretchen, would you grab the December bin? I think we'll just use the Christmas props and we can do a big push with these guys. Maybe a whole 'Home for the Holidays' sort of campaign."

      "Sounds good." Gretchen retrieved the December bin while Alyssa watched.

      "What needs taken out?" Lincoln came back into the common room and stopped, frozen in place. He lifted his hands, confused. "I thought we were done?"

      "We were," Gretchen said, "but Alyssa had a fantastic idea, so now we're not." She filled him in.

      Lincoln's brows rose as he listened, impressed. "I wish I'd have thought of it myself. Great job, Alyssa."

      Megan pointed. "These bins can go ahead out. We're just going to use all the Christmas stuff."

      They took a lunch break, inhaled the pizza and sodas, and spent the early afternoon doing photo shoots with the senior residents of the rescue.

      It was mid-afternoon by the time Gretchen helped Lincoln carry the last of the items to Megan's SUV. She said, "That was a super productive day. The calendar is going to be amazing, and Alyssa's idea to showcase the other animals was a great idea."

      "It really was," Lincoln agreed. "She's a great volunteer. I wish we had the budget to put her on the staff. She works really hard and she's so good with the animals."

      "That's great."

      He shut the hatch on Megan's SUV. "She reminds me a lot of myself. Dealing with the animals is easy. People? Not so much. Obviously."

      "Hey." She put her hand on his arm. "If you're talking about last night, don't get down about it. It was your first date in ages. And now that you've got the disaster out of the way, you know you can handle anything that comes your way next time."

      "There's not going to be a next time, at least not for a while."

      "Why?" She hoped he wasn't retreating back inward.

      "It's the holidays. Getting up the nerve to go on a date is bad enough, but add in all the holiday stress and it's a million times worse. I think I'm going to just pump the brakes until after the new year."

      A thought occurred to her. "Are you sure you're not using the holidays as an excuse to stay in your comfort zone?"

      He shrugged one shoulder. "Maybe? I don't know. I've asked all my friends for advice, but they're no help."

      Gretchen rolled her eyes. "You've asked all your guy friends for advice."

      "It's not like I have many woman friends I can talk to."

      "What the heck am I?"

      "No, I know, but you're really my only woman friend. I have a handful of woman acquaintances, and I don't want to make you my emotional support human and lean on you for all my questions about dating. That doesn't seem like being a very good friend to do that." He sighed. "It's too bad there's not some kind of coaching service where you can hire someone to teach you how to date. Like for practice."

      She jerked to attention. "That's brilliant. It's the perfect solution."

      "Yeah, except it doesn't exist."

      The idea took hold. "No, but I do."

      "What?"

      It made perfect sense. He needed help getting his confidence up, and she just wanted to get out of the house sometimes and do grown-up things instead of always doing six-year-old friendly activities. Before she could think better of it, before she could consider any possible downsides, the words popped out of her mouth.

      "You could date me."
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      Lincoln nearly dropped Megan's keys onto the ground. He juggled them awkwardly and finally grasped them firmly. "What?" he managed to wheeze out.

      Gretchen's hands waved and her red curls bounced enthusiastically as she talked, a sure sign she was excited about a new idea. "This is perfect. You said it yourself. Trying to date around the holidays is a nightmare. It's the beginning of November. We'll practice date through New Year's and then you'll be ready to go off on your own and date for real."

      "Practice date." His pounding heart slowed to normal. Okay. That made a little more sense than actually dating his good friend Gretchen. "What if you find someone?"

      Gretchen snorted. "Not gonna happen. I keep finding frogs but none of them ever turn into princes. It'll be nice for me, too. A few evenings out, someone to do stuff with, and none of the awkward getting to know you crap because we're already friends. It'll be fun."

      "Fun," he echoed.

      "I mean, obviously it's just an idea. You said you wanted a coach."

      His attention snapped back to her. "Yeah." The idea was growing on him. "It makes a lot more sense than listening to the guys in my ear."

      "I still can't believe you went along with that. Whose idea was it? Alex?"

      Lincoln shrugged. He would never throw anyone under the bus, but of course it was Alex's idea. He was in the security business, and it wasn't a far leap to surveillance. Alex wanted to try out a new earpiece, Lincoln needed some help, and a disaster was born. Oren hadn't exactly been the voice of reason, either. Noah tried, but in the end he was just as helpful as the other two. Which was exactly zero.

      Lincoln had assumed since three of his best friends were in successful relationships that they'd be solid mentors to guide him through dating.

      Obviously he'd overestimated them.

      Gretchen eyed him with a smirk. "I knew Alex was the ringleader. Oren and Noah came along to witness the trainwreck, and Nate stayed as far away as he could."

      He mumbled, "Something like that." Exactly that.

      "Think about it. Can you even imagine if Alex tried ordering Avery's dinner without checking with her? That'd go over like a lead balloon, and he knows what she likes."

      "I know, I know. It seemed like a good idea at the time."

      She nudged him with her elbow as they headed back for the entrance. "Well, 'the time' was less than twenty-four hours ago, so excuse me if I'm not convinced you've learned your lesson."

      He reached past her to open the door and let her pass through ahead of him.

      "See? That was good."

      "What was?"

      "Opening the door."

      "I do that for everyone." This was going to be complicated, wasn't it?

      "Exactly. Stick with regular old manners. Nothing fancy like ordering her dinner."

      They turned into the common room where Megan was snapping photos of Fred, a ten-year-old basset hound whose entire body was wagging.

      "Who's the goodest boy?" Megan asked as she shifted this way and that, directing Fred's attention for the best angles.

      Fred happily brayed, loud and long, his tail whipping back and forth, because he obviously knew the answer to that question.

      Lincoln couldn't help but smile. Fred was such a character, and it was a shame he hadn't found his forever home. Yet.

      Alyssa came over with her tablet and tapped the screen. "Here are some of the bios I've been working on. What do you think?"

      Lincoln scrolled down through the bios. She'd done one for each animal as if they were writing it themselves. The best part was that each bio's tone matched the animal's personality. Upbeat and funny for Fred, low-key for shy Mittens, who wouldn't do well in a home with children. "These are amazing, Alyssa." He pointed to the screen. "There's a typo here, but otherwise these are just perfect. Great job."

      "Thanks. I'll make sure to proofread before I add them to the photos." She headed toward the offices.

      They finished the project much later than he'd planned, but Alyssa's idea to showcase the lifers was pretty brilliant, so he had no complaints.

      Once Megan's car was packed and the next shift of shelter workers was in place, Lincoln breathed a sigh of relief. He took one last look around the common room.

      Gretchen joined him. "I'm starving. Do you want to grab something to eat?"

      "Yes. That one slice of pizza didn't do much for me."

      "Me, either."

      He followed her out to the parking lot. It was only four o'clock, but the sun was already heading down for the night, giving in to the growing clouds, and the temperature had dropped. "Is it supposed to snow?"

      Gretchen shrugged. "I haven't looked at the weather. Probably."

      "Sonny's?"

      "Of course."
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        * * *

      

      A little while later, they slid into a booth at Sonny's Diner. Gretchen set a notebook and a pen on the table.

      "What's that for?"

      "So we can lay down the ground rules for this project we're about to embark upon."

      "Ah."

      After they ordered their food and got their drinks, Gretchen opened the notebook and smoothed the page. "We've already established our timeline, right? Starting now until New Year's."

      "Yeah." He chuckled. "Maybe we can do family dinners so I won't have to answer the four hundred billion questions about whether I'm dating anyone."

      She cocked her head. "Is that something we want to do?"

      He immediately felt like he'd suggested something wrong. "Oh. Are family things off limits? That's fine. I…" His tongue felt too big for his mouth. He pressed it against the roof of his mouth, working to control it before it twisted and he started babbling incoherently.

      "I'm just making sure. Families can be complicated."

      He sat back against the booth and tried to relax. This was Gretchen. Not a random woman he was trying to impress. She'd witnessed some of his worst moments and she was still here, one of his very best friends. There was no need for his anxiety or insecurity to make an appearance now. "That's true. My family's pretty laid back, they're just ready for me to find someone. They mean well, but boy do they not know when to stop asking personal questions."

      "Ha. Tell me about it. I swear Seth hadn't even been gone a month before I started getting comments about raising Abby without a dad and was I interested in being set up with one person or another."

      "That's awful."

      "And on the flip side, I went on my first date two years after he took off and then I got comments about moving on too fast. Point being, someone will have something to say no matter what you do."

      "True." He fidgeted with his glass. "Was that mostly from family?"

      "Depends on which family you mean. My immediate family has been amazing. Most of my extended family is fine. His family? They were horrible."

      "How so?" He quickly added, "If you don't mind my asking."

      "Let's see. When Seth found out I was pregnant, he proposed. I was excited at first, but when he started asking questions about 'managing the baby's funds' I got a little suspicious. Then his mother, Carla, called me and demanded to know how her son would be provided for if we ever got divorced because he was already accustomed to my lifestyle."

      "Whoa."

      "My parents, bless them, gently but firmly insisted on a prenup to protect not only me, but the baby. As soon as I suggested it, he blew up. Threw a coffee cup through the kitchen window, then insisted it couldn't be his baby." She made an absentminded doodle on the paper. "He took off and after Abby was born he and his parents tried to sue me for custody. I don't like using my financial situation as an advantage, but let me tell you, I didn't feel the least bit bad paying for the best lawyers in the country."

      "You shouldn't."

      "When it came time for a paternity test, Seth decided to skip town. I haven't seen him since. I had several more run-ins with Carla, to the point where she tried breaking into the house–she had a baby seat in her car, so I'm pretty sure she was planning to kidnap Abby–and we were granted permanent restraining orders. I hired security. About a month after that incident, she moved across the country, but I kept the security staff for a whole year."

      "I'm so sorry." He knew she'd had issues with them, but it all went down a few years before they became close friends, so he had no idea it had been this bad.

      "Then there was a social media smear campaign. She even went to the toy company who owns Mister Miser and said some crazy stuff. Because my family has money and they don't, they felt I had some sort of moral obligation to support them."

      He felt his eyes bug. "What?" He knew she got royalties from her great-great grandfather's Mister Miser board game, but someone would have to have a screw loose to think the toy company and the family had anything more to do with each other.

      "Oh, yeah. I blocked the whole lot of them."

      "I had no idea it got that crazy."

      She shrugged one shoulder. "It's not something I like to talk about. Despite my lengthy ramble."

      "You didn't have to tell me all that."

      "I know. Sorry I went waaaaaaaaay off track."

      He watched a parade of emotions cross her face as she stared down at the paper and drew some random lines. "You okay?"

      "Yeah. I'm really not sure why my head went there. I go the longest time not thinking about it, then it just creeps up at weird times." She shook her head, sending her red curls flying. "Okay. Done with that. Family events. Would you be introducing someone to your family this soon?"

      He thought about it. "Probably not. But we've already met each other's families. Does that make it different?"

      "Maybe? But if we started dating for real, it would probably still be too soon for the big family holiday events, wouldn't it?"

      "How about we leave it open. We don't plan on it, but if it comes up and it makes sense, it's okay."

      She made a note. "Sounds good. How often should we schedule something?"

      "Is once a week too much? That'll be about eight dates between now and New Year's." That seemed like a solid number of dates to learn how to do it right.

      "That's what I was thinking. Now. How are we defining dates? Actual formal dates, or any sort of activity?"

      He thought about it for a minute. "Maybe we should do a time limit instead of activity. Like, if whatever we're doing lasts longer than an hour or ninety minutes or whatever, it counts?"

      "Perfect." She wrote another note, then clicked her pen and set it down. "Since we talked about family events, what are we telling people? Is it going to embarrass you to have everyone know it's essentially fake?"

      Lincoln hadn't thought about that, but she'd hit on a very real issue. People were bound to ask questions. "Well, I'm not comfortable lying, and I don't think we need to. If we tell our friends it's for practice, it'll be easier for them to support us in the process. And I don't want my family to get their hopes up. I guess I'm saying that I think we should be up front about it to the people who matter."

      "I agree."

      He leaned back in the booth. "Seems like we're off to a good start. When should our first date be?"

      Gretchen opened the calendar on her phone. "It's November second. Let's say next weekend?"

      "How about Friday night?"

      "Sounds good."

      "What do you want⁠—"

      She held up a hand. "Nope. I'm helping you practice, not giving you step by step instructions to follow. You'll have to get ahold of me this week and ask me out."

      "I get it. You want me to do everything like I would for a real woman."

      Her eyes narrowed. "Yeah, Lincoln. Just pretend I'm a real woman."

      His face flamed. Maybe he should find a coach to help him keep his foot out of his mouth.
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