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      Rosie

      Isaac Bishop was not your typical man.

      He was more like the kind of man you read about in romance novels and think: men like this do not exist in real actual life.

      First of all, he was incredibly nice. His entire brand was built around kindness and paying it forward, but with Isaac, it wasn’t just an act. He was a natural. He had a knack for making people feel good.

      But somehow, he also had this incredible sexiness and charm.

      It shouldn’t be fair. For someone who is genuinely a good person to also look like they just stepped off the set of a body wash commercial. You know the ones. Where a man gets all sudsy in the middle of a forest with a waterfall cascading down his back.

      Isaac was totally that guy. With the slightly messy dark brown hair and the bright blue eyes and the jawline that just wouldn’t quit. And did I mention his biceps? He had some. He was not an overly muscled dude. But the biceps showed up to work every single morning.

      See what I mean? The whole package.

      And America loved him for it.

      Okay. Maybe not all of America. But a very large contingent somewhere in the ballpark of ten million YouTube subscribers loved him. Like me, they started watching his channel, Random I, years ago, and they stayed with him as he grew and built his business into a multimillion-dollar operation that employed seventy-five people and released new content daily.

      Fun fact. I was one of those seventy-five employees.

      I never dreamed I would actually wind up working for Isaac. I was a fan long before I was an employee. But then he posted about a job opening for a web designer and ran a lottery for anyone looking to upgrade their work life. I’d barely been making ends meet in Kansas, designing layouts and writing code for an online clothing company.

      An upgrade had sounded perfect.

      Plus, Charleston was new and different and . . . not like Kansas, where I was from. I’d been talking for months about wanting a change. Why not a warm, coastal city full of fresh seafood, sandy beaches, and centuries-old history?

      I’d entered the lottery on a whim, then didn’t give it another thought until an HR rep from Random I called about my resume.

      I’d gotten it. The job was mine.

      I only had the courage to make the move because I’d been positive I’d be working at some offsite location writing code in a secluded cubicle with only my spider plant to keep me company. I was comfortable admiring Isaac from afar. But working with him? No way.

      Ha. Had I only known.

      I hovered my mouse over the product description for the latest Random I hoodie to show up on my desk. Too many adjectives. The hoodie was the softest sweatshirt I’d ever put on my body, but was it cloud-soft? Soft as down? Pillow-soft? Clouds weren’t even soft. Not technically, anyway.

      I sighed and leaned back into my chair, pressing my fingers against my temples. I was a web designer. I could make things look pretty all day. But making them sound pretty? I was in way over my head.

      “Another product description?” Greta, my first Charleston friend, slid her rolling chair over and leaned into my shoulder, her eyes trained on my screen.

      “Wow,” she finally said. “That’s . . . original.”

      “This isn’t even supposed to be my job,” I argued. “I don’t write copy. I’m not a writer.”

      “You’re making it too complicated,” Greta said, her hand moving to my keyboard. She highlighted and deleted a few words from my description, then swapped a semi-colon for a comma. “But if you must know,” she said while she worked, “Isaac did approve hiring a copy writer at this morning’s leader meeting. Writing merch descriptions is a part of the job description.”

      “Seriously?” As team leader, Greta was technically my boss. But it was hard to feel like anyone was much of a boss at Random I. Isaac made sure everyone felt like we were all a part of the same team. He shied away from terms like boss and manager and CEO. Even the vast warehouse that housed all Random I operations was designed to promote teamwork and connectedness. The actual recording studio where Random I videos were shot was downstairs, and the chop shop where the editors and techie people edited and finalized the show had their own space, and Isaac, of course, had his own office, though it was walled in glass, so he hardly felt separate from the rest of us. But otherwise, we were all in one giant room. From the show writers to the web designers to the accounting people. There were no corner offices. No divided floors. It really was an upgrade. Different from anywhere I had ever worked before.

      Greta leaned back, a satisfied look on her face. “Of course I’m serious. I know how much you hate writing these things. And there’s more than enough content going up on the website to justify hiring a writer.” She motioned with her head toward my screen. “See how that sounds. And next time, just pull one of the old descriptions for a product we aren’t selling anymore. It’s always easier to tweak something that’s already written than to write something from scratch. At least until we can hire someone.”

      “You’re good to me,” I said as I read over her description. “How did you do this? It’s so much better.” 

      She grinned and wheeled back to her own desk. “I deleted five adjectives.”

      “Five? For real? There are still three in here.”

      “Yeah,” she said, her tone dry. “I know.”

      “Hey, hey!” Isaac’s voice boomed from the elevator doors behind me. “Are we making people happy today?” Isaac generally didn’t show up until an hour or two after everyone else was at their desks. A perk of having your name—or at least your initial—on the company logo. Not that I faulted him for it. He worked harder than anyone I knew. And he never cared if his employees needed to arrive late or leave early . . . not as long as they were getting their work done.

      I kept my eyes glued to my computer screen as he walked across the warehouse space to his office, his business manager and brother-in-law, Alex, close behind him. I didn’t have to watch to know he would high five or fist bump every employee he passed. That he would stop and pick up the beat sheet for that day’s episode, that he would ask about someone’s new baby or someone else’s sick mom.

      The man handled people with a grace and skill I couldn’t help but admire.

      “Greta!” Isaac said, stopping in front of her desk. “How goes it? Where are we with the new hoodies? I was hoping to talk about them on the show today. Are we good for that?”

      Greta motioned toward me. “Merch has it well in hand.”

      Isaac’s gaze shifted to me. “Rosie! Talk to me about hoodies.”

      Side note: I was not good at talking to people. I mean, I was a functional adult. I could interact and engage with my coworkers and order food from the local Chinese place and interact with my landlord about cabinet repairs without any trouble. But that hadn’t always been the case. It had taken me years to get a handle on my anxiety, resulting in a full arsenal of tools and coping strategies culled from countless therapy sessions, yoga classes, and meditative breathing workshops. All of it had worked. I was fine. Mostly. But sometimes, when I interacted with certain people or felt particularly nervous or overwhelmed, I pretty much lost it.

      I willed my nerves to settle. This would not be one of those times. I generally avoided one-on-one conversations with Isaac whenever I could out of an absolute certainty that otherwise, I would say something to embarrass myself. Because Isaac definitely qualified as one of those certain people.

      I swallowed and cleared my throat. “Fifteen more minutes and they’ll be live on the site.” Hey look! A complete, coherent sentence!

      “Perfect,” Isaac said. “And the ones without the hood? I mean, I have no idea why anyone would want a sweatshirt without a hood, but Dani swears people will buy them.”

      “I think Dani is probably a smart person to trust when it comes to fashion. And yes. They’re good. The sweatshirts, I mean. Not Dani. Though I’m sure Dani is probably fine too. Not that I would know. I never talk to Dani. Or anything.” I closed my eyes and winced. “Sorry. I’m . . . the crewnecks are perfect. All good. Ready for lift-off.”

      Isaac wrinkled his brow, a question in his eyes.

      “Launch!” I yelled, loud enough to attract the attention of half the warehouse. “I meant launch,” I said, dropping my voice to normal decibels. “The crewnecks are ready for launch. And the hoodies. Can I stop talking now? I’m going to stop talking.”

      Isaac nodded slowly. “Sure. I think you’ve told me everything I need to know.” He turned as if to walk away then swung back around. “You okay, Rosie? You look a little flushed.”

      I shook my head, my hands instantly flying to my cheeks. “Nope, I, um . . . I’m good. A-okay.”

      He shook his head. “Okay. Just checking. You let me know if Greta’s working you too hard, all right?” He finally turned and headed toward his office, sparing me the humiliation of having to respond again.

      “Wow,” Greta said slowly. “That was . . .”

      “Shut up,” I said. “It’s your fault, anyway. You knew the sweatshirts were added to the site and ready to go. You could have just told him for me!”

      “And deny myself that little show?” Greta smiled. “Absolutely not.”

      I dropped my head onto my desk. “Was it that bad?”

      “I mean, I don’t think he figured you out if that’s what you’re asking. You just seemed like you’re a nervous communicator in general, not like you’re madly in love with him.”

      Okay, truth time. I did not move to Charleston for Isaac. I’m not that ambitious. Applying for the job had been a leap, accepting it an even bigger one. But I took exactly zero romantic aspirations with me when I left Kansas and moved south.

      That didn’t mean I wasn’t hopelessly in love with my boss. How could I not be? He was Isaac freaking Bishop.

      I lifted my head and glanced around us, not exactly wanting anyone else in the office to know my secret, but everyone at the surrounding desks seemed preoccupied enough not to be paying attention to our conversation. “I have to figure out a way to get over him. This is getting ridiculous.”

      Greta rolled her eyes. “Or you could just ask him out.”

      “I will absolutely not ask him out. He’s seeing someone right now anyway. And he’s my boss. You aren’t supposed to date your boss.”

      “Isaac would hate hearing you call him the boss. You know how he feels about teamwork and collaboration. We’re all in this together, Rosie,” Greta said in a surprisingly accurate mimicry of one of Isaac’s favorite expressions. “And we know he doesn’t care about workplace romance. I started dating Vincent when our offices were still crammed into the tiny kitchen house behind Isaac’s house on Church Street, and Isaac was our biggest advocate.”

      “That’s because he’d never seen me date anyone before,” Vinnie said, coming up behind Greta and leaning down for a kiss. “He couldn’t contain his excitement.”

      Vinnie to everyone but Greta, who insisted on calling him by his given name, had been part of the original team when Isaac started Random I in his parents’ basement back before he’d even graduated from high school. The studio and headquarters for Random I had occupied a few different locations, finally settling into the spacious top floor of a warehouse near the medical complex in downtown Charleston. They’d moved six months before I’d gotten the job and headed south.

      Vinnie and Isaac were close friends; it made sense Isaac would have been happy for him. But that didn’t mean Isaac would be interested in dating one of his employees.

      “The point is,” Greta said, standing up so Vinnie could drop into her chair before she lowered herself onto his lap, “you have no reason not to consider yourself a desirable option. Just put yourself out there. You’ll never know how he’ll respond if you don’t try.”

      “I concur,” Vinnie said.

      I shook my head. “I can’t do it. Dating him would just feel weird. Like I’m some crazy stalker person that moved all the way to Charleston just to try and be close to him.”

      Greta rolled her eyes. “You moved all the way to Charleston because you got a job that pays you three times what you were making at the dump where you used to work. So what if you now that you’re here, you happen to start dating your boss? That doesn’t make you creepy.”

      “You know that’s why I took the job. But it’s still weird. Because I brought . . .” I shot a quick glance around the room and leaned toward them. “. . . feelings with me when I came. I have to at least work here long enough that it can look like those feelings started after I got the job.”  

      Vinnie looked from me to Greta then back to me again. “That’s not how it happened?”

      Greta looked at me sideways, obviously wanting to take my lead on how to answer the question. But how could I explain? I wasn’t about to own up to the fact that I’d fallen in love with Isaac when I was still in high school and watching his YouTube channel every day.

      “How could that happen for anyone?” Greta finally said, clearly sensing my uncertainty. “Everyone knows who Isaac is. Rosie watched the show just like the rest of us. Even before she met Isaac in person, she still knew who he was.”

      “I’m telling you,” Vinnie said, his voice soothing in a low, melodious way. “He really is the easiest person in the world to talk to. You shouldn’t be so terrified of him.”

      “It’s not that I’m terrified,” I said. “I guess I just feel like if Isaac were going to notice me, he would have by now. We’ve even hung out a few times at Jade and Diedre’s. He barely notices me. You guys have seen the women that he dates, all tanned and toned and leggy. It’s not like I’m exactly his type.”

      I’d had countless conversations with Greta about my crush, and I’d always known that Greta had likely told Vinnie about my feelings, but this was the first time he’d ever been in on one of our conversations. The reality of his participation, when he was so close to Isaac himself, was a little heady, and I had a hard time keeping my hands from trembling.

      “Here’s the thing about Isaac,” Vinnie said. He glanced up, and I followed his gaze to Isaac’s office, where we could see him through the glass deep in conversation with Alex. “He’s amazing with people, right? So good at talking and making other people feel at ease. But he can also be a little clueless. He has a terrible track record when it comes to dating. And everyone close to him knows it’s because he’s dating the wrong kind of woman. We all see it. Eventually, he’ll see it too. But he might need some nudging.”

      “What kind of woman does Isaac need?” Greta asked.

      As if conjured by our conversation, Isaac’s girlfriend slinked by wearing a tiny denim skirt and a pair of wedges that made her already long legs look even longer. She was sun-kissed and stunning and perfect, making me immediately uncomfortable in my graphic tee and striped blazer. I generally felt pretty good about my look on a day-to-day basis. My dark, curly, chin-length hair. My funky glasses and retro sneakers. But nothing made me feel insecure like a front-row seat to the kind of woman Isaac actually noticed.

      “He needs someone who understands what makes him happy,” I said, my eyes still following the woman across the room. “Who knows  Red Renegade and appreciates the depth of his loyalty to such an obscure band. Who can talk to him about books. Who appreciates smart wordplay or a good pun. Who likes scouring yard sales for old vinyl. And who will keep him grounded to reality in the midst of his fame and attention.”

      Vinnie’s eyes widened. “Whoa. That’s pretty much dead on.” He looked at Greta. “Maybe we ought to get Dani involved. Nobody knows what Isaac needs better than she does. And one conversation with Rosie would probably be enough for Dani to realize it’s her.” He motioned to me with the hand that wasn’t wrapped around Greta’s waist.

      My chest pulsed with heat at the thought that one of Isaac’s closest friends saw me as someone whom Isaac needed, but there was no way I was letting them pull Isaac’s twin sister into the mix. I’d met Dani a few times, and she was perfectly lovely. But she was also fiercely devoted to Isaac and married to his business manager. There was no way she’d keep my feelings a secret, and that wasn’t a risk I was willing to take.  

      “Absolutely not,” I said, shaking my head and turning back to my desk. “I don’t need anyone playing matchmaker. Especially not someone who would definitely tell Isaac that I’m interested.” I eyed Vinnie. “And you aren’t going to tell him either.”

      “Don’t worry,” Greta said, standing up and nudging Vinnie out of her chair. “I’ve already sufficiently threatened him. He won’t say a word. Will you, Vincent?”

      “I know what’s good for me,” he said with a sly grin. “What if we just tell Jade and Diedre? They could help nudge Isaac in the right direction.”

      “No way,” I said, not wanting the suggestion to get even a second of consideration. “Jade knowing would be worse than Dani knowing. You guys know how fierce she is when it comes to Isaac.”

      Jade was another one of Isaac’s original crew. She’d handled his social media until she’d gone off to school to get a marketing degree but had returned as soon as she’d graduated. Now she led the team that handled his social media and was point person for his public relations. Add to all that the fact that she was a loyal friend with strong opinions about what was and wasn’t best for Isaac? If anyone had the ability to make or break my chances of ever actually dating the man, it was Jade.

      “But Jade likes you, Rosie,” Greta said. “You know she does.”

      I did know. Greta and Jade had been quick to welcome me into their circle when I’d first arrived in Charleston. It had only been six months, but I considered them all good friends. Greta, Vinnie, Jade and her wife, Diedre. If I was hanging out with anyone after work, it was them. But that didn’t mean I was ready for Jade to know my secret. And not just because she was the only one of us besides Vinnie who was really close with Isaac.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I finally said. “Just because Jade likes me doesn’t mean she would like me to be with Isaac.”

      Vinnie pushed his hands into his pockets and caught my gaze. “You’re overthinking it, Rosie. None of Isaac’s friends or your friends need to be involved. Just make yourself a little more available. When we happen to all be hanging out, don’t hide like you usually do. Just talk to him.”

      “I don’t hide,” I said indignantly. “Isaac rarely hangs out with us anyway.”

      “He was at dinner last Sunday,” Greta said.

      “And at the beach bonfire the weekend before that,” Vinnie said.

      “That’s right,” Greta said. “Once Isaac showed up, you spent the rest of the night hunting for seashells with Max.”  

      “And it was time well spent,” I said pointedly. Max was Jade and Diedre’s oldest—four years old and the very best partner for seashell hunting.

      Greta sighed. “You’re completely hopeless, you know that, right?” She motioned to my computer screen. “Come on. Back to work. I have things to do, and you need to get those sweatshirts live on the site.”  Greta’s tone shifted from her friendly chat voice to her now-I’m-actually-your-boss voice, leaving no room for argument.

      I sighed and turned back to face my computer screen, clicking through the last few steps before the sweatshirts were good to go.

      My friends made it seem so easy. Like I could just stroll up to Isaac and start chatting like it was no big deal. But I had zero confidence in my ability to not flub up my words over and over again. I had even less confidence that if I did try, Isaac would see me as anything other than a slightly quirky girl who happened to be friends with his friends.
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      Isaac

      “That’s just it,” I said as I walked up the front walk to Jade and Diedre’s home, Bridget following behind me. “I don’t want a celebrity interview segment. It’s not what I do.”

      “Even if it will bring new viewers? I have a lot of Instagram followers, Isaac, and they’re telling me what they want to see from you.”

      I fought the urge to roll my eyes. The only reason Bridget had a lot of followers was because she hadn’t hesitated to use her connection to me to build her platform. I hadn’t minded at first. But lately, it was beginning to feel like Bridget’s online persona was a regular part of our daily interactions. I didn’t really have the right to complain. My job was very public. Having a girlfriend who was cool with just how much of my life and time was spent creating content and interacting with viewers made things a lot easier.

      But that didn’t mean I wanted my girlfriend to change my branding so that it better suited hers.

      Jade opened the front door before we even had the chance to knock. “Hey! Everyone is already out back,” she said, pausing when her eyes moved from me to Bridget. “Bridget,” Jade said coolly. “I didn’t think you could make it.”

      Bridget smiled tightly. “Surprise.”

      I shot Jade a look, and she grimaced before dropping the ice-queen expression she’d assumed the second she’d noticed Bridget standing beside me.

      “We’re always glad when you can make it,” Jade said with all the warmth of an Icelandic winter. It was no secret Jade didn’t like Bridget. But Jade hardly liked anyone that I dated. She acted more like an older sister in regard to my dating life than Dani did. Though, Dani wasn’t a big fan of Bridget either.

      That probably meant something, but I wasn’t in the mood to try to figure out what.

      A sparkling blue pool filled the left half of Jade and Diedre’s backyard. Vinnie and Greta were stretched out on lawn chairs near the waterfall feature that flowed into the pool. Dani and Alex stood near the grill where Diedre was grilling hamburgers. Baby Nora, Jade and Diedre’s newest addition, was in Alex’s arms. Max was the only person in the pool, but Rosie, Greta’s friend, was sitting on the edge of the pool, her feet dangling in the water. It was only the second week of April, but the temperatures were plenty warm enough to swim.

      Bridget brushed past me and headed straight for a vacant lawn chair on the far side of the pool. It took her about five seconds to strip down to her string bikini and stretch out on the chair; she posed for a few selfies—and likely immediately posted them to Instagram—before she put her Air Pods in and her sunglasses on.

      “Wow,” Dani said, walking up beside me. “Bridget’s feeling social today, huh?”

      I ran a hand through my hair. “She’s annoyed I won’t do a regular celebrity interview segment for the show. She says her followers keep talking about how much they would enjoy it.”

      “Her followers, huh? You mean all the people who just like to look at her fashion choices and her sexy body?”

      “That’s not—” My defense of Bridget died on my tongue. That hadn’t always been all Bridget was. But it definitely felt like that’s all she’d been lately. “You’re one to talk,” I said instead. “Your Instagram is all about fashion.”

      Dani rolled her eyes. “Fashion design,” she said pointedly. “It’s totally different. My purpose is to feature the clothes, not the body inside them.” She folded her arms across her middle. “You’re scraping the bottom with that comparison, little brother. But lashing out at me will not make what I say any less true.”

      She was right. Dani had more than earned her right to have an Instagram account about fashion. She’d gone to design school, worked for one of New York’s most prestigious designers, and was now building an impressive business of her own. I just didn’t like it when she called me out on stuff. Which she was absolutely about to do.

      “Why are you still dating her, Isaac?” Dani asked.  “Does she really make you happy?”

      Yep. There it was.

      I shrugged dismissively. “The fans like her.”

      “Oh, right. The fans. They should definitely have a say in whom you do or don’t date.”

      “They don’t get a say. I’m just saying, if we break up, it has to be a whole thing. Fans would wonder why she suddenly stopped showing up in videos. I’d have to address it. It’s a lot of work.”

      “Here’s a thought,” Dani said. “Next time you’re in a relationship, how about you just keep things private? Then no one needs to know when and if you break up.”

      “Oh, wow, what a novel idea,” I said, matching her tone. “Then I can just watch my entire career go down the drain.” 

      “Oh, whatever. You’re being dramatic.”

      “Am I?”  I shrugged. “I gave up my right to privacy a long time ago, Dani. It’s just part of the job.” 

      She pursed her lips like she wanted to disagree with me, but then she stilled, her face turning an alarming shade of green.

      “Hey, you okay? Morning sickness again?”

      She breathed in and out slowly. “Why do we even call it morning sickness? I swear I am sick every hour of the day.”

      “What do you need?” I asked. “Water? Ginger ale? Alex?”

      She shook her head. “Not Alex. He’s enjoying baby Nora. Some ginger ale would be good, though. Then I’ll just sit and distract myself from how terrible I feel by admiring the incredible retro vibe of Rosie’s swimsuit.”

      I glanced back toward the water. Rosie was in the pool now, pulling Max around like a tugboat while he laughed and kicked his legs. I grabbed a ginger ale from the cooler for Dani, then dropped into a chair beside her. “She really seems to like hanging out with Max,” I said.

      The last few times we’d all been together outside of work, it seemed like wherever Max was, that’s where Rosie was, too.

      “She’s good with him,” Dani said. “But it could also be that she’s the only one who doesn’t have a significant other, so hanging out with Max feels easier than dealing with all the happy couples.” She shot me a pointed look. “Or not so happy couples.”  

      I ignored Dani’s jab, instead focusing on the interesting part of the conversation. “Rosie’s not dating anybody?”

      Dani shrugged. “I mean, I guess she could be. But she’s never brought anyone to any of our get-togethers. So, probably not.”

      “Should we set her up with somebody? She’s still pretty new in town, right?”

      “I think so. It’s been less than a year, for sure.”

      “She seems cool.” I watched as Max turned and wrapped his arms around Rosie’s neck, eliciting a grin from Rosie that unexpectedly tugged at something deep in my gut. She had a really gorgeous smile. “Maybe she’d get along with Tyler.”

      Dani sipped her ginger ale. “Maybe. I don’t think I know her well enough to judge. She does seem nice though. And her fashion sense is spot on.”

      “Isaac!” Max called from the water in his little boy voice. “Come swim with me. I want you to throw me in the air.”

      I glanced toward Bridget, who looked as though she had no intention of moving anytime soon.  Would it be weird if it was only me and Rosie in the water with Max? We’d only spoken a couple of times, and it had almost all been work-related.

      “Please, Isaac?” Max called. “Please, please?”

      Jade walked up to the table and put down a big bowl of tossed salad. “Don’t you disappoint that child, Isaac. His mamas have been buried under new baby stress. He needs all the attention he can get.”

      “Fine, I’m getting in,” I said, knowing better than to disappoint Jade. I stood up and yelled across the pool. “Hey, Vinnie. Are you getting in?”

      He held up his drink as if that were justification enough for him to stay exactly where he was. I rolled my eyes and peeled off my shirt, tossing it back on the chair. 

      “You better watch out, Max!” I yelled before running toward the pool and landing a cannon ball in the deep end that I realized a minute too late was going to splash Bridget even more than it would splash Max.

      I came up out of the water to a laughing Max and a spluttering Bridget. She stood on the deck now, her hair wet and her mascara running down her face.

      I looked at Max and winced. “Oops,” I said playfully, which only made Max laugh harder.

      “Seriously, Isaac?” Bridget said, her arms folded across her toned and tan stomach. “Oops?”

      “It’s a pool party, Bridget, and you’re wearing a swimsuit next to the pool. How was I supposed to know you didn’t want to get wet?”

      She grumbled something unintelligible as she stomped toward the house. It wasn’t the last I’d hear about it, but with the bright spring sun warm on my shoulders and a giggling four-year-old looking for my attention, I couldn’t bring myself to care.

      I lowered my shoulders into the water and made my way over to where Max bobbed in the shallow end, a pair of arm floaties keeping his head above the water. A few feet from where he floated, I dropped into the water and swam after his ankles, grabbing them before popping up right in front of him. Max erupted into another round of full-bellied laughter, making an annoyed Bridget well worth it.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Rosie moving toward the stairs. I hadn’t meant to scare her away. Also, her swimsuit really was stellar. Black and retro in a twenties pin-up kind of way.

      “Should we go get Rosie?” I whispered to Max, not knowing exactly what I wanted to accomplish, only that I didn’t want her to get out of the water.

      “Yeah, let’s be sharks,” Max said.

      I grabbed Max by the waist and propelled him toward Rosie, even as he raised his hands to his head to make a shark fin and started humming the theme song to Jaws.

      Rosie’s eyes widened as she saw us approach, and she smiled as she scrambled a little faster toward the stairs.

      “I’m getting you, Rosie!” Max called.

      She was on the top step by the time we reached her.

      Max reached out and grabbed her ankles. “Got you!” he said with unrivaled enthusiasm.

      And unrivaled strength, apparently.

      Rosie immediately lost her balance, toppling backward into the water. I barely had time to shove Max out of the way and lift my arms up before she fell on top of me. The unexpected force of her fall knocked me off my feet and we both ended up under the water. My hands snaked around her waist on instinct and stayed there until we were both on our feet and upright, water streaming off our faces.

      “Are you okay?” I asked.

      She looked up, her eyes finally meeting mine. Only then did I realize how close together we were standing. Her hands were on my arms, just above my elbows, as if she’d used them to brace herself and find her balance.

      A sudden awareness prickled my skin, heightening my senses, amplifying every sensation coursing through my body. The warmth of her fingers on my arm. The softness of the skin at her waist where my hands still held her steady. The rise and fall of her chest, only inches from mine.

      Rosie broke away first, releasing my arms and taking a huge step away with a slight shake of her head. “I’m good,” she said hastily. “Thanks for breaking my fall.” She turned and looked at Max, leaving me motionless where I stood. “You got me!” she said playfully, hoisting Max into her arms. “You are one scary shark.”

      I turned away, only to catch Dani staring at me, her eyebrows raised quizzically. I lifted a shoulder in her direction, already knowing what she was thinking. She’d pair me off with anyone if it meant getting Bridget out of my life. But it wasn’t that easy. Bridget fit my lifestyle. She didn’t mind the attention. The fans. The frequent live streams and interactions. And that mattered.

      An uneasiness settled into my gut, my sister’s words sounding in my brain without her even needing to speak them.

      It isn’t all that matters, Isaac, and you know it.
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      Rosie

      Well, that had been a close encounter.

      I could still feel the warmth of Isaac’s strong hands around my waist, could still see the beads of water dripping down his surprisingly ample chest.

      I’d never seen Isaac without a shirt on.

      Wait, that wasn’t true. I’d seen him in Random I videos over the years when his antics had required swimming, but I’d never seen it in person. Definitely not from only six inches away.

      And then the way his eyes had searched mine. He’d genuinely been concerned about me. But of course he had been. If I knew anything about Isaac’s nature, it was that he genuinely cared about people.

      “All people, Rosie,” I muttered to myself as I changed out of my swimsuit. “Isaac cares about all people. Not just you.”

      Still, there had been something in his eyes. Something that made me think . . .

      A sharp knock sounded on the door. “Are you finished?” Bridget called, annoyance clear in her tone. “I’m literally dying out here.”

      I sighed. I gave myself one final once-over in the mirror above the sink. My hair was already starting to dry, my mass of curls looking more like a frizzy helmet than an actual style. I’d been warned about Charleston humidity, but this was ridiculous. Maybe I’d ask Dani what product she used on her curls. They always looked perfectly contained and controlled. And her hair was twice the length of mine.

      “Just another minute,” I called to Bridget. I stuck my head under the sink, gasping when the cold water hit my neck, and worked the water through my wild hair. A few minutes later, I finally emerged from the bathroom, my hair tamed into being presentable at least, if not quite fantastic.

      Bridget leaned against the wall across from the bathroom door, her eyes trained on her phone. She’d finally put clothes on—something I immediately noticed because she wore a Red Renegade t-shirt. Could she like the band as much as Isaac did? The t-shirt was definitely vintage, featuring the cover art from the band’s 1983 limited release album. It was the kind of t-shirt only a true fan would wear. Maybe I hadn’t given her enough credit.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” I said, motioning to the bathroom behind me. “I’m done now.”

      She glanced up from her phone for a split second but otherwise didn’t move. “No worries,” she said, her fingers still flying over the screen.

      Why had she seemed so annoyed before if she wasn’t in a hurry? Still. I wanted to like this woman. To believe there was a reason that Isaac liked her.

      “That was their best album, in my opinion,” I said, motioning to her shirt.

      She looked up one more time, her eyes blank. “What?” She motioned to her phone. “Sorry. I was . . . preoccupied.”

      “Red Renegade,” I said. I pointed to her shirt yet again. “The ’83 limited release. It’s their best one.”

      She looked down, as if seeing her shirt for the first time. “Oh. Right. I wouldn’t know. I pulled this out of Isaac’s laundry basket. I liked the colors, so he said I could keep it.”

      I stood there, unsure if I was more offended by her lack of awareness or that Isaac would give something so valuable to someone who would cinch it up and tie it in knots to the point of obscuring the image on the t-shirt in the first place. “You know it’s Isaac’s favorite band, right?”

      Her eyes had dropped back to her phone, and she responded without looking up. “I tried to listen, but . . .” She shrugged. “I don’t know. It just sounded like noise to me.”

      Noise?

      I had absolutely not given the woman too much credit.

      “Right,” I mumbled under my breath as I moved past her in the hallway. “Well, the bathroom is all yours.”

      I settled into the overstuffed chair in the corner of Jade and Diedre’s living room. Everyone outside had already started to eat, but I needed a minute. My close encounter with Isaac had left me reeling in a good way, but then my run-in with Bridget had done the opposite.

      She was so obviously wrong for him. How could he not see it? True, couples could get along with different tastes in music. But it was more than that. I’d seen enough of her in his live streams and other videos to at least have a basic opinion. It was possible she was totally different on camera than she was in person, but she just didn’t seem like she got him. Like she understood him. Not like I did.

      Although, fans did seem to love her.

      Maybe I was the one who was out of touch. Or it was all just wishful thinking—some misplaced hope that I would be better for Isaac than she was.

      I pulled up Isaac’s Instagram account and scrolled through his last few posts. He’d already posted a selfie of himself and Bridget by the pool. They looked perfect together. All attractive and sun-kissed. But her words about Red Renegade kept pulsing through my mind. How could Isaac let something like that go? If he just knew what it was like to be with someone who understood, who felt the significance of the band like he did . . .

      The way he’d looked at me when he’d caught me in the pool flitted through my mind. There had been something there. I didn’t want to steal Isaac away from his girlfriend. I would never be that girl. Even if I was, I wasn’t deluded enough to think, with my retro fashion vibe and my love for colorful sneakers, that I could ever compete head-to-head with a woman as gorgeous as Bridget. But if I could just suggest the possibility that there might be something more out there, someone more . . .

      But how?

      I could just go outside and start reciting song lyrics. Red Renegade had a deep backlist. It wasn’t hard to find lyrics that applied to most situations in life. But that felt a little desperate. Plus, I was nothing if not an introvert. I hung out with Max whenever I was hanging out with my friends because Max was easy. He had very low expectations, and I didn’t have to spend near as much time worrying about what I said or what other people thought of me. I knew my friends liked me. But I was still the new girl. My confidence had not grown quite enough for me to put myself out there in that way. Especially not in front of Isaac.

      But maybe I didn’t have to put myself out there in person.

      Isaac got way too many direct messages and emails to read them all. But I had an in.

      Jade was the one who led the social media team that read everything that came in and decided what was interesting enough for Isaac to see. If I told her I’d sent something I wanted in front of Isaac’s eyes? She could make it happen.

      Of course, I’d have to admit to her how I felt about Isaac. And so far, Greta and Vinnie were the only two people who knew that particular secret. Well, the only two people in Charleston. My parents knew, of course, and my cousin, Marley. I was an only child, but Marley and I were as close as sisters.

      Was I willing to let Jade know, too? She’d tell Diedre, of course. But if I asked her not to tell anyone else, she wouldn’t. Jade was intense, but she was a true and loyal friend. She’d respect whatever I wanted.

      Still. It was a risk.

      My hands trembled as I pulled up my old Instagram account, the thrill of possibility humming beneath my skin. I’d loved Isaac from afar for a very long time. But now I was doing something about it. Sort of. And that felt amazing.

      The account was one I’d used as a teenager and was all art, cartoons, and graphics I’d designed. The username associated with the account, @Briarsandthorns, was both part of a line from a Red Renegade song and a subtle nod to my middle name, Rose. Because roses had thorns. But the official name on the account was my first name, Ana, even though I’d always gone by Rosie. I’d tried to switch over to Ana as a teenager, believing Rosie was too cutesy, but the only place it had ever stuck was on Instagram. At least that worked to my advantage now. Ana C. was vague enough that Isaac wouldn’t have any reason to suspect it was me.

      I scrolled through all the old posts. There was a touch too much existential angst woven through for my current tastes, but I’d done some good work. It at least wasn’t anything to be ashamed of.

      I pulled up a sketch I’d done of one of Red Renegade’s album covers, the same one Bridget had been wearing when I’d run into her outside the bathroom. I’d washed out the colors, deepening the grays and blacks behind each of the band members so they stood more starkly against the skyline behind them. It wasn’t half bad. Especially since I’d only been seventeen when I’d done it.

      On impulse, I called Marley. I glanced outside while the phone rang, noting that everyone but me was outside now—even Bridget, who must have passed back through the living room without me noticing.

      Marley answered on the first ring, just like I knew she would. “Talk to me, but talk fast,” she said. “I’ve got a meeting in minutes.”

      In many ways, Marley was my polar opposite. She was vibrant and boisterous and loud and wasn’t afraid of anything, and she was my very best friend. She worked from her home in Nashville, running a business that recruited and trained virtual executive assistants, a career born out of necessity since she was raising her kid—my eleven-year-old nephew, Shiloh—alone and needed both a steady income and a healthy measure of flexibility.

      “Seriously? It’s Friday night. Why are you working?”

      “A lot of my trainees are currently working full-time jobs. Sometimes I have to train on the weekends. We’re wasting minutes, Rosie. What’s up?”

      “I need you to tell me to do something brave,” I said.

      “You’re doing it? You’re finally talking to him? Do it, Rosie. Be brave!” Funny. She had known immediately that my something brave had to do with Isaac.

      “Come on,” I said, my tone flat. “You know me better than that. But I am going to send him a message. I think.”

      Marley was silent for a beat. “What kind of a message?”

      “Some Red Renegade artwork I did a hundred years ago. That part doesn’t matter. What matters is that I’m doing this. I’m reaching out. I should, right? This is a good idea?”

      “Absolutely, this is a good idea. Still no in-person interactions?”

      I sighed. At least Marley’s tone was free of judgment. She really did know me better than anyone. She’d lived with my family for the last three years of my high school experience and she’d witnessed the extent of my anxiety firsthand. She’d never push me.

      “We talked about sweatshirts earlier this week.”

      “Well that’s . . . something,” she said.

      “Sure. I turned tomato-red and told him the crewnecks were ready for lift-off. He told me I looked a little flushed and asked if I was working too hard.”

      Marley chuckled. “I mean, it could have been worse.”

      “True. We could have been talking about the Random I boxer briefs that are for sale in the store. They have his face on them, Marley. Can you imagine?”

      “I absolutely can. I bought Shiloh a pair for Christmas last year. They are totally ridiculous, but he loves them.”

      “How is Shiloh? I miss him.”

      “Grouchy. I swear the kid is eleven going on seventeen. He’s more like a teenager every day.”

      “I can’t even believe he’s eleven.”

      “Me neither. K, I gotta go in just a sec. But first tell me how much time you’re spending doing your visualization exercises.”

      I rolled my eyes and dropped back into the chair. “Please don’t start talking to me like my therapist.”

      “Oh, come on. You know they work. The more you practice, the less awkward you’ll be when you talk to him again. Then you won’t have to hide behind Instagram messages.”

      “I’m not hiding.”

      Marley didn’t respond, but her silence was plenty of accusation on its own.

      “Fine. I’m hiding,” I said. “But it still might work. You know how funny I am when we’re texting.”

      “Yes. A real riot. Come on. Let’s practice. I’ll do one with you right now.”

      “I thought you had a meeting.”

      “I can be five minutes late. Let’s pretend . . . like you’re talking to Isaac about the boxers he sells in his store.”

      I scoffed. “That is a conversation that will never actually happen.”

      “You never know,” Marley said. “Besides, talking about underwear has to be as awkward as your occasional run-ins at work will get. If you’re prepared for that, you’re prepared for anything.”

      I huffed, glancing over my shoulder one more time to make sure I was still alone. “Fine. We’re talking about underwear. You start.”

      Marley cleared her throat, dropping her voice an octave to sound more like Isaac. “Hey, Rosie. Are the boxers up on the site yet?”

      “They are. In ten different colors. Everything is ready to go.”

      “I’ve heard they’re pretty comfortable,” she said. The inflection in her voice actually sounded a lot like Isaac. Though, as big a fan as Shiloh was, she’d probably heard dozens and dozens of Isaac’s shows playing in the background of her life. “And hey, look at that,” she continued. “Five-thousand five-star reviews.”

      “Amazing,” I said. “How does it feel to have five-thousand people sleeping with your face on their junk?”

      “Rosie!” Marley said, laughing. “You would not say that to your boss.”

      “No, but it’s a valid point.”

      “Just remember that you really are funny, Rosie,” Marley said. “The next time you’re talking to Isaac, channel your inner actress and act like you’re talking to me.”

      “But I don’t want to act in front of Isaac. I want to be myself.”

      “I would argue that the you you are when you’re with me is way more real than the bumbling dummy you are when you’re talking to him.”

      “Okay. That’s fair.”

      “I really have to jet now,” she said. “But yes. You should absolutely do something brave. Send the message. Better yet, sign the message. Don’t hide, Rosie. Everyone needs more Rosie in their life in whatever form they can get it.”

      “Tell Shiloh I’ll call him this weekend.”

      “You got it,” Marley said. “Love you, Ro.”

      I scrolled back to the image on my Instagram profile and saved it to my camera roll, then pulled up my direct messages; I quickly searched for and found Isaac’s Random I profile. One finger tapped against my lip as I thought about what to say. But no. That’s exactly what I didn’t need to do. No thinking. I’d been thinking about Isaac for years. It was time to actually do something.

      Channeling Marley’s courage and optimism, I hastily typed out a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        @Briarsandthorns

      

      
        Found this image among my old posts and thought you might like it. My own interpretation of the limited-edition album in ’83. Notice the faint outline of wings behind the clouds at the top. My personal nod to “Wings that Weep,” definitely Renegade’s most underappreciated song.

      

      

      

      

      

      I dropped in the image, hesitating only a moment before deciding that, despite Marley’s confidence in me, I was not ready to sign my own name to the message. Before I could second-guess myself, I hit send, suddenly feeling more alive than I had in months.

      I’d done it. I’d put myself out there.

      Now I just had to make sure Isaac saw the message.
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