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The Setup

Olivia Bennett had sworn off blind dates three years ago, after the incident with the man who had brought his mother along "for moral support."

Yet here she was, sitting in her tiny apartment above the bookshop she owned, letting her best friend Sophie apply makeup to her face while lecturing her about keeping an open mind.

"This one is different," Sophie insisted, wielding a mascara wand like a weapon. "I promise. James is nothing like the others."

"You said that about the guy who tried to sell me vitamins for two hours."

"Okay, that was a miscalculation. But James is my husband's college roommate. Daniel has known him for fifteen years. He's successful, he's kind, and he's ridiculously good-looking." Sophie stepped back to admire her work. "Also, he hasn't dated anyone seriously in years, so clearly he has standards."

"Or issues."

"Everyone has issues. The question is whether the issues are compatible." Sophie handed Olivia a mirror. "Look at you. You're gorgeous. He's going to fall over himself."

Olivia studied her reflection skeptically. At thirty-four, she had made peace with her appearance—the wild auburn hair that refused to be tamed, the freckles scattered across her nose, the eyes that Sophie called "whiskey-colored" and Olivia called "brown." She wasn't beautiful in any conventional sense, but she had learned to appreciate her own kind of charm.

What she hadn't learned was how to trust that anyone else would appreciate it too.

"Tell me again why I agreed to this," she said.

"Because you've been hiding in this bookshop for three years, and it's time to rejoin the world. Because you're lonely, even if you won't admit it. Because—" Sophie's voice softened. "Because what happened with Marcus wasn't your fault, and you deserve to find someone who sees how wonderful you are."

Marcus. Even after three years, the name still stung. Her ex-fiancé, who had seemed so perfect until the day she discovered he had been "perfect" with three other women simultaneously. The betrayal had shattered something in Olivia—not just her heart, but her ability to believe in her own judgment.

If she could be so wrong about someone she had planned to marry, how could she trust herself to be right about anyone?

"I'm not hiding," she said, though they both knew it was a lie. "I'm building a business."

"You're hiding behind a business. There's a difference." Sophie squeezed her shoulders. "One date, Liv. That's all I'm asking. If it's terrible, you never have to do it again. But if it's not..."

"Fine." Olivia stood up, smoothing the green dress Sophie had forced her into. "One date. But if he brings his mother, I'm leaving."

"Deal." Sophie grinned. "Now go. The restaurant is only ten minutes away, and you don't want to be late."

"Actually, I really do want to be late. I want to be so late that he gives up and leaves."

"Olivia."

"I'm going, I'm going." She grabbed her coat and headed for the door, wondering why she had let herself be talked into this.

But somewhere beneath the anxiety and the doubt, a tiny spark of hope flickered to life. Maybe Sophie was right. Maybe this time would be different.

Or maybe it would be another disaster to add to the collection.

Either way, she was about to find out.
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Seven O'Clock

James Thornton sat at the corner table of Amaranth, the upscale restaurant his sister had chosen for this ambush disguised as a blind date.

He checked his watch for the third time. Six fifty-five. His date—Olivia, apparently—was supposed to arrive at seven. He had been here since six-thirty, because he was pathologically early for everything and too anxious to wait at home.

This was a mistake. He knew it was a mistake. He had told Daniel and Sophie repeatedly that he wasn't interested in dating, that his life was fine exactly as it was, that he didn't need anyone's help finding romantic fulfillment.

They had ignored him completely, as people who were happily married tended to do.

"She's perfect for you," Daniel had insisted. "Smart, funny, independent. She owns a bookshop, for God's sake. You're a literature professor. It's like you were designed in a lab to be compatible."

"I don't want to be compatible with anyone," James had replied. "I want to be left alone."

But that wasn't entirely true, and they all knew it. The truth was that James was tired—tired of first dates that went nowhere, tired of the exhausting performance of trying to be interesting, tired of the inevitable disappointment when connections failed to form. After his engagement had ended five years ago, he had thrown himself into his work, into his teaching, into a life that was comfortable if not exactly fulfilling.

He had convinced himself that comfortable was enough. That he didn't need passion or partnership or any of the things poets wrote about. He had those things in his books, and books were safer than people.

Books didn't leave. Books didn't betray. Books didn't look at you one day and announce they had never really loved you at all.

The restaurant door opened, and James looked up automatically. A woman entered—auburn hair escaping from some kind of clip, a green dress that matched nothing in her anxious expression, eyes that scanned the room with obvious reluctance.

Something stirred in his chest. Something he had thought was long dead.

She spotted him—the only man sitting alone at a table set for two—and her shoulders squared with visible determination. She walked toward him like someone approaching a firing squad, and despite everything, James felt his lips twitch with amusement.

"James?" she asked, stopping at his table. "I'm Olivia. Sophie's friend."

"I guessed." He stood, offering his hand. "You have the look of someone being held hostage by well-meaning friends."

Her laugh was surprised, genuine. "Is it that obvious?"

"Only because I have the same look." He pulled out her chair. "Can I get you a drink? Something strong enough to make this bearable?"

"God, yes." She sat down, some of the tension leaving her shoulders. "I was promised this wouldn't be terrible, but I've been lied to before."

"So have I." James signaled the waiter. "But here's what I propose: we have one drink together, make polite conversation, and then we can both tell Sophie and Daniel that we tried and it didn't work out. No hard feelings, no awkwardness, just two adults fulfilling a social obligation."

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
ISABELLA HART





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





