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‘The very essence of romance is uncertainty.’


The Importance of Being Earnest










CHAPTER 1
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Zinnia


“WAITING AROUND FOR the love of my life to show up has gotten me nowhere. That’s why this year I plan to marry a complete stranger.” Zinnia smiled as she clicked the next slide of her presentation. “Well, near complete. I’m imposing a mandatory thirty-day cohabitation period between the first date and the wedding.”


“Hold on—time out. What the hell is this?” Zinnia’s best friend Fiona gestured at the TV screen. She was sitting on their couch next to their other best friend, Grace, who looked equally bamboozled. “I thought we were having a business meeting about the shop.”


Zinnia never said that. She’d scheduled the meeting by blocking off an hour on their shared calendar with a simple request: Please keep an open mind! The last time she’d done that, she’d asked for help with setting up an online merchandise store to sell her art—a request that had led to the birth of their small business, ZnO2.


“This is my marriage-merger proposal, so it’s business related.” Her confident smile wilted into a wince. “Sort of. In a way.”


“Marriage-merger?” Grace asked.


“Z is obviously joking.” Fiona’s breathy laugh sounded anything but sure. “This is a joke. Right?”


“Wrong.” She hadn’t spent two days making this presentation for nothing. “Step one: I make a proposal profile on a dating app targeted toward people specifically seeking long-term relationships. I’ll clearly state my intentions and requirements, which include having a career with a stable job. Trades preferred, but a desk job is acceptable depending on what it is.”


Each step of her plan had its own fantastically designed slide, complete with animation and custom doodles. Her cartoon avatar alternated between winking and holding up a peace sign.


“Two: an introductory call closely followed by an in-person meeting at a safe location. Three: set a wedding date no more than thirty days out. Four: make arrangements to move in together while simultaneously spending alternating weeks at each other’s primary place of residence. Five—”


“No.” Fiona began shaking her head. Her newly dyed honey cinnamon–colored curls bounced around her shoulders. “No no no nonononono. No.”


Zinnia sighed fondly. “Just saying ‘no’ isn’t constructive feedback. It’s barely coherent.”


“What she means is HELL NO. They are not moving in here because you are not doing this.” Grace’s death stare could blow up a planet. She was gorgeous in a way that inspired longing and fear in the hearts of mortals—a brown-skinned deity ready to dole out a heaping dose of wrath. “I’ve never even seen you go on a date! You’ve never even wanted to!”


“And that’s why I’m calling them meetings. Using the correct terminology is very important for this project,” she teased, trying to lighten the mood, and when it didn’t work, she sighed again. Less fondly, more frustrated. “What is so bad about leading with what I want? Dating apps have documented abysmal success rates as it is. It’s in my best interests to be up-front and transparent.”


“It’s not that it’s bad, it’s just . . . why? Where did this come from? You can’t marry a stranger in thirty days.” Fiona looked as distraught as Grace did furious. With her panicked wide-set eyes and pale flushed skin, she resembled a woodland fairy sprinting away from danger.


“I can and I will. People do it all the time.”


“Yeah, and they end up divorced or murdered for the insurance money,” Grace snapped.


“Both excellent points. Five: negotiate the prenuptial agreement.” She continued with the next slide. “In the event of divorce, we will each keep the assets we initially brought to the marriage. Anything acquired while together will be split evenly. Additionally, you two will both be listed as the sole beneficiaries for one of my life insurance policies, and my parents will be on the other. In the event of my untimely death, my future spouse won’t get a dime.”


“Oh, good.” Grace’s tone was pure sarcastic fury. “We’ll need that money to flee the country before we get arrested for murder after avenging you.”


“That’s exactly what I was thinking. See? I have it all planned out.”


“I can’t breathe.” Fiona wheezed, folded in half, and stuck her head between her knees. Grace immediately began rubbing her back and speaking in low, soothing tones to coax her into calming down.


Zinnia bit her lip and forced herself not to turn away from the truth that was once again punching her in the stomach. Watching her best friends tiptoe around each other, obviously in love and both unwilling to make the first move, was the answer to Fiona’s why. She was not being left behind. Their impending domestic bliss as they moved from friends to lovers to newlyweds to parents was inevitable and she’d be good goddamned if they wholesomely turned her into a third wheel.


The three of them did everything together. From the very beginning, their friendship had always been like that saying: If your friends jumped off a bridge, would you jump too? Zinnia’s answer was a resounding yes. Off the bridge. Over the cliff. Thelma and Louise–style all the way down. If they were partnering up, then so was she.


“This is good for me.” She moved on to the next slide, filled with wedding images and screenshots from dating shows stretching back fifty years. “Everyone doesn’t have to walk the same path. Arranged marriages of convenience exist for a reason. People, cultures, executive producers all over the world believe in it. Being uncommon doesn’t mean it won’t work. Besides, it’s not like I have to say yes to the first person who applies. I’m not desperate. I just want something different.”


“But why does it have to be thirty days?” Fiona asked. “Why not wait until you’ve known them a year? Or six months even. Give yourself time to fall in love first.”


“That’s not what this is about. I’m not interested in falling in love. I’m interested in getting on with my life.”


The plan had been to wait until high school was over to start dating because—


One: her super religious parents demanded it.


Two: high school was pure hell (and she’d been one of the head demons in charge).


Three: once she liberated herself from demonhood, all she’d wanted to do was make her parents proud by getting into college. As they say, C’s get degrees, or in this case, a diploma.


During college, she decided to wait until she graduated. She’d gone to a PWI. That “ring by spring” life didn’t apply to her or any of the other Black girls—gorgeous, gorgeous Grace included.


And then they met Fiona through mutual friends and became a trio. Three years later, she’d never been happier.


The End . . . or not, considering her best friends’ happily ever after was imminent.


Zinnia’s person was out there, somewhere, and she’d realized in stunning I barely leave the house clarity that she was never going to meet them. They were never going to find each other, like two ships passing in eternal night. Her best bet was to settle for second best.


She devoted one hundred percent of herself to her friendships and her marriage would be no different. They’d work hard and build a life together based on mutual respect and understanding. Become built-in buddies for road trips, movie dates, and vacations. They’d rely on compassionate problem-solving, have collaborative goals, and be each other’s biggest cheerleader. Safety, warmth, support—she wanted it all and wanted to give them the same in return.


“If you’ve already made up your mind, why bother telling us?” Grace asked.


“Because I need you with me on this.” The next slide was a picture of the three of them on the day they met overlapped with a picture they’d taken last week during movie night. “Whoever I choose will be a part of your lives too.”


Fiona stared at her, stone-faced. “It’s truly frightening how you just did that. How do you always know what we’re going to say?”


“It’s a gift.” Zinnia smiled. She knew them better than anyone.


“There’s no way in hell you thought we’d be fine with this,” Grace said.


“I knew there’d be some . . . opposition, but I’ve convinced you to do way worse than helping me get married.”


Grace frowned. The unfocused, faraway look in her eyes probably meant she was mentally ranking every zany scheme and life side quest Zinnia had ever suggested.


“You know, some people would consider this fun.” She gestured to her presentation.


“Those people aren’t us, Z.” Her best friends exchanged a look—and there it was again. The growing connection between them that didn’t even consider leaving room for her.


They knew their dynamic was shifting as well as she did. The homey townhouse apartment they all shared was filled with charged silences, furtive glances, and unspoken secrets.


Looking back, Zinnia realized that the shift had actually started when they moved in. Her roommates had a similar decor vision in mind, the kind of purposefully cluttered house popular in movies from the 1990s. They also had more money than her. She didn’t feel right objecting when they were paying for almost everything.


She did get to choose one lamp, though—a bulbous yellow mosaic monstrosity sitting next to her usual side of the couch. She swapped out the lamp shade as the seasons changed. Currently, it was white and covered with green raindrops for spring.


That was how she felt on her worst days—like an offbeat lamp whose light had gotten swallowed up. If it disappeared, no one would even miss it because they had much brighter, better lights.


Zinnia had seen this storyline before. They’d have each other and she’d have no one. They’d try their best to keep things normal for as long as they could, but it wouldn’t last. Their little three-party democracy would collapse into a built-in two against one, and if either of them took her side, it’d cause ripples in their relationship.


She didn’t want that to happen. She didn’t want them to ever feel like they had to choose. Her best friends. Her roommates. Her business partners. She loved them, individually and together. She wanted them to be happy.


“I keep getting this feeling that I’m missing something,” Zinnia confessed, completely off script. “And that if I don’t try now, I’ll miss my chance altogether. I know this sounds drastic, but I just want to be happy. Nothing else has worked, so why not this?”


A marriage-merger was an admittedly far-fetched idea, but hey. History was written by the winners, and hindsight would do a lot of heavy lifting when she told this story to her future family.


“Fine.” Grace relented as she crossed her arms. “But they’re not moving in here. You can take that right off your damn list now.”


“And if we’re helping you, we get a say in how this goes down,” Fiona said.


“That’s not—”


“Nope.” Fiona pointed at her. “No objections. My commonsense precautions are nonnegotiable.”


Zinnia didn’t anticipate this part. No one could knock her off kilter like a spontaneous Fiona—when she set her anxiety down long enough to let that side of her out, anyway.


“All right. What kind of precautions are we talking about here?”










CHAPTER 2
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Zinnia


“GUARDIAN ANGEL IN position. Over,” Fiona announced.


“This is ridiculous. Over.” Grace refused to use her code name, Avenging Fury, as expected.


Zinnia laughed quietly. “Agreed, but I do love Fi’s enthusiasm.”


Was it a little strange for her friends to eavesdrop on her first marriage-merger meeting through earbuds? Maybe. But they both decided that since dating shows had producers, writers, and crew on set to keep participants safe, it was unacceptable for Zinnia to have no one.


So, Fiona volunteered to sit near the entrance to monitor the parking lot situation, Grace guarded the emergency exit, and Zinnia sat alone at her table, smack-dab in the middle of a diner they’d never been to before.


Goldeen’s was an incredible mishmash of 1950s-inspired decor and underwater magic. The employees even wore decade-accurate uniforms embroidered with a seahorse instead of a poodle.


“Incoming,” Fiona said. “Jet Blue has been spotted. I repeat, Jet Blue has been spotted. Over.”


Applicant #25 but Meeting #1: Samuel Kyle.


Things hadn’t exactly been going well so far.


Everyone within a fifty-mile radius was welcome to apply, but men responded seven times more often (which was so fucking disappointing). Less than half of those applicants even made it past her aggressive filtering system. And if they did make it to the call, the conversations were so dry, she hung up feeling thirsty.


“Over here.” Zinnia stood up and waved.


Her tailbone-length braids were barely a week old, and her makeup wouldn’t dare smear. She was shaved, plucked, moisturized, and smelled so divine four strangers had already gone out of their way to ask the name of her perfume. Looking good made her feel good, and she wanted to be confident for her first meeting.


Sam, however, had chosen to wear jeans, a black band T-shirt, and old sneakers . . . which was fine! Not a big deal. He had beautifully rich brown eyes, a great smile, and a . . . character-building patchy beard. His code name came from his dark blue hair that currently looked like it hadn’t seen the right side of a comb in days—a messy look was absolutely fine!


It was fine.


“Wow.” Sam took his sweet time looking her up and down. “You actually look like your picture. I’m shocked.” He grabbed his chest as if he were having a heart attack.


“But you already knew that.” She laughed lightly to soften the reminder. “We had a video call yesterday.”


“You could’ve been using a filter. Girls usually do.”


“Red Flag One!” Grace seethed in her ear.


“Seconded,” Fiona agreed.


It hadn’t even been thirty seconds! Each meeting was allowed three red flags before her friends could initiate Mission Abort.


“Why don’t we sit down?” Zinnia suggested.


He sat next to her while glancing around the diner. “Where are your friends?”


“I didn’t want them to sit with us, but they can hear everything.” Zinnia pointed to her earbud. She regretfully didn’t have a dishonest bone in her body. Besides, if he needed support, she would’ve wanted him to be honest about it too. He absolutely could’ve brought his friends.


“Cool. I get it.” He pulled out his phone and asked, “So, do I pass? Can I have your Rule of Thirds handle now? Or do you use some other platform?”


“I already told you I don’t have any personal social media accounts.”


ZnO2 did have a few for business, of course, but Fiona managed those. She was also the primary pusher of memes and videos in their group chat. That felt like enough to keep Zinnia somewhat in the pop culture loop—a personally curated best friend feed was far superior to anything an invasive algorithm could generate.


Sam leaned forward as if he were about to tell her a secret. “You know that’s weird, right?”


“Inviting your friends to a date is fine, but he draws the line at no social media?” Grace asked. “He has zero common sense.”


“Meeting. Not a date,” Fiona corrected.


“Is it? Why?” Zinnia asked him.


“You must be hiding something if you don’t want people checking you out before this. I searched your name and all I found was a pie-eating contest you won at a county fair a few years back.” He showed her his screen—and yep, that was her, holding up a first-place ribbon while posing with the equally excited wizened town mayor. Grace and Fiona were there too, standing off to the side. They’d been on a road trip to Vancouver and spontaneously decided to stop at the quaint as heck small-town fair they’d spotted from the freeway.


“I still don’t know why they decided that was front-page newsworthy,” she muttered with a sigh. “Anyway, I’m not hiding anything. I’m an open book. You can ask me whatever you’d like. I just don’t live my life online.”


“Not for long. Couples content makes bank.”


“Sorry, but am I supposed to know what that means?”


“Yeah, I mean, I’m definitely going to post about being engaged. This is it, right? Our thirty days starts now?”


“Not quite.” She placed her tablet on the table and pulled up her checklist.


They’d already covered the basics during their call—why she was doing this, yes, she was serious, and no, she wasn’t a serial killer. Apart from officially meeting in person, she wanted to use their time to discuss the more sensitive questions.


“Let’s talk medical history,” she said, diving right in. “Do you or anyone in your family have a history of cancer, diabetes, or chronic illnesses?”


He blinked at her in surprise, mouth hanging open.


“Oh, and please include everything from seasonal allergies to STDs, those that are recurring and in remission.” She held her stylus at the ready, waiting to record his answers.


“Why are you asking me that?” He kept his voice low, tone saturated with frantic urgency.


“Because I need to know. Your required medical care will be my required medical care once we’re married. I’m going to share my history too,” she said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Oh, do you want me to go first?”


Grace’s maniacal laughter erupted from across the diner, echoing in Zinnia’s ear.


“That’s our girl,” Fiona chimed in.


“No,” Sam said. “I don’t care about that stuff.”


“You should.” She kept smiling through her discomfort. “Having a disease or illness won’t affect my decision. We’ll need to spend some time discussing how best to support you, obviously, and compare our healthcare plans, but there isn’t—”


“You need to chill.” His lips curled in irritation. “I thought we were going to talk about moving in and getting married.”


“We are but—”


“Then let’s discuss that. Where do you live? How big is your apartment? How many rooms?”


“Well, I have—”


“Because I’m a streamer. I’ll need an entire room for my gaming studio.”


“Red Flag Two!” Grace said.


“Hold on Red,” Fiona said. “He knows you’re an artist, right? We could potentially partner with him for custom merchandising. Ask him which platform and subscriber count.”


“I’d love to hear more about that,” Zinnia said. “You’re an electrician during the day, so you must stream at night and on the weekends?”


“That’s right. It’s all about consistency and skill. Not to brag”—he paused, clearly prepared to do so—“but I just secured my biggest brand deal to date. You’re lucky you’re getting in with me early. When I blow up, you’ll be able to say you knew me from the beginning.”


“Ask about his subs!” Fiona urged.


“Realistically, it’s probably like two hundred,” Grace said. “I’ll bet that brand deal was for fifty dollars.”


Zinnia ignored them both. “I’d also like a room for my shop. We’ll have to review our finances to see how comfortably we can afford four bedrooms or if we’ll have to make do with two.”


He thought about it for a moment. “That’s fair. Your little shop stuff is super cute. If we can only afford two rooms, we can split the extra one seventy-five to twenty-five. A laptop and a desk should be enough for you, right? I’ll need way more space than that.”


“Little shop?” Grace asked with full offense. “RED FLAG.”


“Seconded. I can’t excuse that.”


Disappointment washed over Zinnia in a sobering wave. She’d felt like something was missing as soon as Sam walked through the door. Tried pushing past her doubts to make this work.


But deep down, she’d been waiting for the tiniest flutter of feelings to manifest. Not butterflies—this wasn’t that kind of situation—but the rush that came right before taking a giant step toward something greater. Like signing a lease for a dream apartment or finally booking a two-week vacation overseas after a year of saving up for it.


If Sam didn’t respect her actual business, their marriage wouldn’t stand a chance.


“No, actually,” she said. “If you’d bothered to ask, I would’ve explained that I have inventory. A lot of it. I ship anywhere from fifty to three hundred orders a week. When there’s a new product or line launch, those numbers are likely to double.”


“Oh. Shit.”


“I’m very busy and my time is precious,” she said. “Next item: background check. We won’t be moving in together until after you pass and the prenup is signed.”


“Background check? For what?”


“Department of Justice–level clearance. It takes about three days to get the results.”


“I’m not doing a background check.” He sounded insulted.


“Oh, so you’re the one who’s hiding something. What did you do?”


He forcefully exhaled through his nose and pulled a napkin out of the dispenser. “You know, this was supposed to be fun. You’re making it feel like just another bad date.”


“Because I asked questions?”


“Because you’re being all serious.” He began tearing the napkin to shreds. “You’re acting like Lawyer Barbie. You’re not even trying to flirt back.”


“Back?!” Fiona exclaimed. “When did he start?”


“This is a business arrangement,” Zinnia said firmly.


“To get married.” He gave her a patronizing look. “People who do this kind of thing always end up falling in love.”


“Red Flag Three,” Grace said. “The bar truly is in hell. You literally said the exact opposite on your dating profile. Either he has zero reading comprehension skills or he’s trying to manipulate you.”


“Seconded,” Fiona agreed. “And I’m pretty sure he thinks negging is flirting.”


Zinnia bit her lip. She didn’t even know what that was. “Sam, the thing is . . . I don’t want to fall in love with you. We won’t even be sharing a bedroom.”


Sam scoffed, face instantly turning bright red. “All right. Nobody said you had to.” But he had that hopeful look in his eyes that she’d hoped to avoid.


“Not you personally,” she said gently. “I’m not falling in love with anyone. I think you’re looking for a fantasy, which is okay! That’s just not what I’m here for. I want to build a life with someone—a real life and a real partnership. I think you’ve . . . underestimated the amount of work involved with that.”


“I guess that’s what I get for giving older women a chance.” He nodded once and stood up. “Your loss.”


“Have a nice life, Sam.” Zinnia laughed, genuinely amused. She was barely five years older—if anything she’d given him a chance.


“MAYBE I SHOULD do the screening for you.” Grace glanced through the rearview mirror at Zinnia, who was sitting in the back seat of the car. “You can’t give everyone a chance. Have some standards, damn.”


“He met all the requirements! It’s not my fault he knew how to hide his shitty personality.”


“He wasn’t hiding it. You’re too naive.”


“But you’re also kind.” Fiona, in the passenger seat, turned to the side to face them both. “And openhearted. You always try to see the best in people.”


“Even when it ain’t there,” Grace complained. “And you need dating lessons. It’s too obvious that you don’t know what the hell you’re doing.”


“They’re meetings. And I know enough.”


Zinnia worked mornings at a call center for the health insurance and steady paycheck because they’d mutually agreed to invest seventy-five percent of their business revenue back into ZnO2. Her coworkers there never failed to give her all the juicy details of their dating lives. She loved hearing their stories, minus the part where they warned her to “stay single forever” because “dating apps are basically a gateway straight to a torture dimension” and she didn’t “want these problems.”


They meant well.


“You don’t, but we’ll work on it.” Grace sighed, hands noticeably tightening on the wheel. “I can’t believe he had the audacity to call it a ‘little shop.’ The way I almost flew across the room to smack him upside the head for insulting us like that.”


“Right?” Fiona agreed. “I almost threw my pepper shaker at him.”


Zinnia laughed. Fi wouldn’t even kill flies. She once spent an hour trying to trap one to get it back outside.


They’d named their business ZnO2, but the shop itself was called Find Your Zin. Grace handled all the various operations like recordkeeping, contracts, and finances. Fiona was in charge of social media, publicity, and marketing since that was what she did professionally anyway. And Zinnia designed all the products, managed the inventory, and fulfilled orders. They’d started off simple with a modest selection of stationery supplies, stickers, key chains, art prints, and calendar spreads.


Find Your Zin had always made enough to break even, but Zinnia’s third collection, the Zin Zodiac, had unexpectedly gone viral. Since then, they’d cultivated a steady customer base and seen enough of a profit margin to expand into selling some of her dream items—blankets, hoodies, and plushies.


“It was just Sam, though, right?” Zinnia asked, suddenly curious. “I wasn’t a bad . . . ‘not-a-date’ partner? Potential business spouse?”


Grace and Fiona exchanged a look—this time the kind that said they’d definitely been talking about her in their private chat she wasn’t supposed to know about.


“Honestly? I say this with all the love in my heart—you were. But it’s okay because you didn’t even like him.” Fiona supportively squeezed Zinnia’s knee. “I’ll help with screening too and teach you how to investigate if you’re possibly being set up. I almost had an anxiety attack when he’d said ‘couples content.’ The last thing we need is someone making a dating storytime about your meeting.”


Zinnia nodded, absently fidgeting with her lucky bracelets. Her mom had finally handed over the family heirlooms that began their life as costume jewelry but had somehow survived several decades. From her great-grandma down to her, the women in her family had all worn the multicolored bangles on a day something important happened.


She’d worn them for nothing.


Her first meeting had truly pushed her optimism to the brink. What if this was the start of an awful pattern? Meeting after disappointing meeting because what she wanted was just too different for people to accept. Was she asking for too much?


Some lessons might be a good idea after all. If she made better choices, then maybe she wouldn’t feel so . . . defeated when it didn’t work out.


“Hey, why don’t we go to that dinner-and-a-movie theater that just opened,” Fiona suggested. “There’s probably something worth watching that’ll make up for today.”


“Nothing scary,” Grace said. “I’m not sleeping with all the lights on in the house for a week again.”


Fiona loved watching horror movies, but her imagination ran away from her faster than a scream queen from the killer. “Fine,” she agreed with a pout. “How about an action rom-com? That new rival archaeologist treasure hunting one has seats available.”


“I’m not in a movie mood,” Zinnia said.


“Since when?” Grace asked skeptically. “You’re always in a movie mood.”


That was true. But she thought it might be nice to give them some surprise alone time. She’d been trying to do that more often lately. Just in case one of them, most likely Fiona the Hopeless Romantic, made a move and they wanted to keep things a secret for a while. They deserved the space to not sneak around.


They’d tell her when they were ready, and she’d welcome the news with a thoroughly overdramatic “FINALLY! DAMN!” to congratulate them.


“I put off processing orders to get ready for today—you know how I get when orders go out late. Just drop me off on the way there. You two have a good time.” She smiled at Grace through the rearview mirror and added, “Buy me some popcorn, please. Extra butter.”










CHAPTER 3
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One Month Later


Jordan


SEEING ZINNIA IN person stunned him so bad he forgot how to blink.


Almost an hour early for their meeting, she lingered near Tantivy’s entrance, deciding where to go first: the coffee bar, bakery, or bookstore.


His eyeballs were drying out, but he didn’t want to miss a single second of her.


Sun-kissed brown skin. Long, dark braids. Jewelry everywhere. An incredible dress that swished around her equally incredible thighs as she headed for the mystery and thriller shelf. He just knew she smelled good too.


“Hey, what the hell are you doing?” Coco lightly bumped her forearm against his.


“Shit.” Over-steamed milk had splattered all over his hands and apron.


“You okay?”


“Yeah. Just got distracted.” He placed the steel frothing pitcher into the small sink beside the espresso machine and poured out the now cool shots. Damn it. He clenched his jaw to help him focus. Choosing someone based on looks alone was an all-around bad idea. There had to be more. He scanned Zinnia again, head to toe—


She might be a reader. Had a colorful sense of style. Tall with good posture. Likely the kind of person who cared about little details because her bejeweled nails matched her outfit.


“Hey.” Coco tapped him again. “You’re in the way and fucking up my workflow.”


“Stop cussing on the front line.”


“You just did it.”


“I pay you enough to ignore my hypocrisy,” he joked. “Remake this for me while I clean up?”


“Don’t give me orders, old man.” Her expert eyes barely needed more than a glance at the ticket before getting started.


Foul mouth aside, Coco was one of his best employees. If he wanted to retire tomorrow, he could leave her and Phil in charge of his entire business. Which was fantastic considering he was about to disappear due to a secretly preplanned family emergency.


He finished cleaning the station and removed his apron. “My meeting is starting early. West is on his way to fill in.”


“I got this. Thanks, though.”


Room One was behind the coffee bar and bakery—a combination kitchen, storage, and employee break area. He tossed his apron into the laundry basket and thoroughly washed his sticky hands.


Why was Zinnia so early? Worry crashed into stress like a train hitting a semitruck. They had confirmed the time twice by text, yesterday and that morning. He didn’t have any new messages from her. He hadn’t forgotten anything . . . had he?


Shit.


His memory resembled Swiss cheese on a good day. If he didn’t write something down, it slipped away as if it never existed. Being stressed out made things ten times worse. He’d been forgetting everything lately—returning calls, appointments, locking his damn front door. At this rate, he’d be lucky if he remembered his own name by the end of next week.


He’d just have to apologize to her. Explain and completely throw himself at her mercy. This meeting had to go well because she was his last chance.


Time was not on Jordan’s side, but maybe Zinnia could be.


After a quick fit check in the mirror and using some lotion because he was not meeting her with ashy hands, he headed back out front. She was still in the same section, almost to the end.


Being able to make conversation was like a muscle for him. If he didn’t use it, that fucker atrophied expeditiously, and it had been a while since he had needed to try. He said a silent prayer, hoping all the questions he had about her proposal would be enough to carry him through, and took an unexpectedly nervous deep breath.


“Excuse me, hi. Zinnia?”


She whirled around, eyes wide and with a book clutched to her chest. “Yes?” Between one second and the next, her startled expression faded into recognition. “Oh, hi! You’re here already.” And then, her eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Why?”


Great minds. “Because this is my store. I own it. I was working behind the counter when you walked in.”


Her eyebrows raised slightly as she looked him up and down, once and then again. Disappointment filled her eyes before she shuttered it behind a tight smile.


Dressing in all black was a way of life for him. He’d chosen to wear a clean work uniform, also all black, because this was a business meeting. He knew women cared about how much effort men put into first dates—he’d heard his sister complain about it enough for the lesson to stick. But again, this was a business meeting. What was she expecting?


She placed the book back on the shelf, notably in the correct spot. “You technically didn’t break my meeting in public rule, but you are bending it.”


He’d told her he knew a great place to meet because he worked in retail management, but not that he owned Tantivy. He figured she’d look it up online and see him on the store website. Apparently, that didn’t happen.


“Well, you said you loved surprises. How did I do?”


Her entire being brightened as she smiled, like watching the sunrise after wandering in an endless night. “I absolutely would’ve wanted to see your store. Well played.”


He knew he was staring. He knew he needed to say something, anything, but she’d knocked the wind out of him. Common sense too.


“I’d love to have a tour,” she suggested helpfully. “If that’s okay? Jordan?”


“Yeah.” He cleared his throat and looked away. “Sorry about that. So, tour, yes. This way.”


Breaking out of his Zinnia-induced stupor was easier thought than done. He only survived the next twenty minutes by sharing his work life with her. She gave him her full attention as he explained Tantivy’s current operations—how they were a solid team but ultimately operated as three distinct sections. He’d hired baristas, bakers, and booksellers, and very rarely did one sector need to cover another. His three managers, who were required to be cross-trained, covered staff shortages instead.


Over the years, he’d figured out how to get a good feel for a person based on the way they treated service staff. Zinnia greeted every employee he introduced with her sun goddess smile and a question, using any little detail that caught her eye about them as a conversation starter.


That was honestly more than he hoped for. He needed someone outgoing and unbothered by small talk because personally, he hated it. Full stop. His partner had to be willing to do it for both of them.


After she’d met everyone, he asked, “Would you like a drink?”


“I’d love one. Whatever you’d think I’d like.”


“Is this a test?”


“Only if you want it to be.” She shrugged. “I’ll try anything once so do your worst. My sweet tooth can take it.”


He decided to play it safe with an iced vanilla latte with lavender cold foam.


Tantivy’s lavender lattes were seasonal only—restricted to spring—and intensely popular. Customers not only counted down the days to their return, but also to trying the new floral flavor combinations his team cooked up. He wanted each of his stores to have its own personality and encouraged his employees to make it happen by engaging with the community.


Zinnia took pictures of her drink and white chocolate lemon drop cookie as soon as they sat down at a table. He picked the quietest corner near the back mural wall, directly next to the bakery.


“This is so impressive,” Zinnia said as she typed on her phone. “And you really did this all by yourself?”


“No.” That self-made entrepreneur bullshit never sat right with him. “I worked with a lot of talented contractors. This place doesn’t run without my team. Neither does my first store.”


He had his heart set on building a chain, stretching from one end of California to the other. In-N-Out was synonymous with the West Coast. He wanted the same for Tantivy.


“Two whole stores already. Wow. I’m still stuck in my bedroom. I mean, that’s where we keep everything—the inventory. In my closet.”


“Everyone starts somewhere and you’re honestly killing it. Your branding and engagement rate is unreal. I know they’re all your designs, but do you contract with a social media manager?”


“Nope.” She shook her head, beaming with so much pride he felt stunned again. “Everything is in-house, just the three of us. But Fiona does freelance consultations and will occasionally take on a new client if she likes them. I can give her your info if you’re looking for someone new.”


“You’re not worried I’ll steal her from you,” he joked.


“That’s not possible.”


“I pay my employees really well. I think I could at least tempt her.”


“Hmm. Maybe. Can I ask you something serious?” She leaned forward, concentrating on him. “It’s extremely personal. It’s okay if you don’t want to answer.”


“Go for it.” He matched her movements until their heads were bowed together over the table.


“How do you feel about washing dishes?” she asked with a completely straight face.


“I have a dishwasher, but I don’t mind doing them by hand. I’m assuming that was your cute way to ask about chores, uh, housework?”


She nodded, giddy smile returning like the sun breaking through storm clouds. He’d never met anyone so damn expressive. Every emotion she felt flitted across her face with wild abandon. She seemed so transparent that if he stared hard enough, he was positive he’d be able to read her mind.


“Cleaning isn’t a passion of mine, but I know how to pick up after myself,” he continued. “My cat has a death wish and won’t stop eating plastic. I can’t leave stuff lying around for him to find. He also sheds a lot, so I have a cleaner who comes once a month to do a deep clean reset. What about you?”


“I’m not obsessed with cleanliness, but I do need things to be in order. Neat, tidy, organized. Everything in its place. I don’t mind chores as long as we both contribute.”


“Yeah, I wouldn’t want to feel like I was the only one cleaning up either. I actually moved out of my college apartment because I couldn’t handle the level of filth my roommates lived in. That was a lot to deal with.”


“I bet.”


“Can I ask you a personal question that’s actually personal?”


“If you want, but don’t make a habit of stealing my lines,” she teased with a flirty tone.


“What about sex? It wasn’t in your proposal and if we’re married . . .” he trailed off.


“Oh, you can go elsewhere for that. I’m calling it the Open Door clause.”


He blinked as she waved his question away. “Uh, what?”


“I’m serious. I don’t think a permanent side person would be appropriate, but whatever you choose to do shouldn’t affect the life we’re building together. Our relationship should always be the priority,” she explained. “Of course, I’d expect you to be responsible, use protection, and not bring any babies home. I want that double-income, no-kids lifestyle for at least five years.”


“Okay.” He sat back in his seat, and she followed in hers. “What’s the catch?”


“Other than me?” Her cheesy grin was so infectious, he should’ve called the CDC.


He hid his smile behind a doubtful scoff. “You know what I mean. Women don’t usually say stuff like that.”


She sighed loudly as if she were in pain and muttered, “Thank Jesus they’re not here.”


“Who’s not here?”


“Look. I’m gonna need you to put those red flags down. Right now. This feels really promising so if there’s something you want to ask me, you don’t need to bring any preconceived notions, real or imagined, into it. Talk to me. Be here with me.”


No sunshine smile. No coy smirk. Just honest, all business, unflinching eye contact. This was great—fantastic, actually. He needed someone with a backbone who’d have no trouble holding their own with his family.


“All right.” He nodded, eager to see how far this could go. “If I have sex with someone else, you really won’t care? You won’t be upset if other people think I’m cheating on you? Or embarrassed that you’d have to explain we have an open marriage?”


“Open Door, not marriage. If it’s just sex? Unlikely. If it turns into more and you’re emotionally attached to them?” Her brow furrowed as she considered her invented scenario. “More would bother me. I think I’d be sad. If I found out I wasn’t important enough for you to honor our commitment . . . I’d be really sad about it.”


Her tone had gone soft enough for him to feel it in his chest. He saw it in her eyes—she was speaking from experience. Someone must’ve betrayed her heart.


That explained so much. She’d made it clear during their call that falling in love was not on the table and never would be.


“Why are you doing this?” he asked.


Surprisingly, she rolled her eyes. “We covered that.”


“Not completely. I understand all your big picture reasons, but I want to know the rest now. You’re holding something back.”


“Oof. You’re the first person to call me out like that. The truth is I’m not built for casual and I sure as shit wasn’t built for a solitary life. I’m my best self when I’m with other people. I’m my best self when I’m surrounded by my loved ones.” She finally took a bite of her cookie, and he forced himself to look at anything other than her mouth.


“Okay. I can see that.”


“Also, my best friends are in love with each other. Any day now, someone’s going to confess and being a third wheel is simply not in my ministry. I realized that I was ready to find my partner too. It’s just . . . time. It’s time to turn our trio into a quartet. We’re all open to it.”


“So.” He began drawing out the word as his gaze found hers. “Marrying you means I’m also marrying your friends? Wow, the Spice Girls were right after all.”


Something suddenly shifted in her eyes—from twinkling to full starlight as she laughed for the first time that day. Pure melodic joy that made his heart skip a beat.


“Sorry. I wasn’t expecting you to say that.” She covered her still smiling mouth, but her full cheeks and lovely eyes remained defiant.


“Don’t be.”


“I just could never be with someone who didn’t understand how important Grace and Fiona are to me. They’re on the same level as my parents.”


“Huh.” Her kind of loyalty really spoke to him. Came dangerously close to mirroring his own. He knew exactly what she’d meant because he needed the same in return for his family. “Are you always this open and straightforward?”


“Unfortunately. My mom swears it’s my fatal flaw.”


“I think it’s a good thing. A little intense, but good.” And so completely different from what he was used to, it made him feel lightheaded with disbelief. Potentially having a life with someone with no ulterior motives? Who valued honesty? Who wanted to be partners in all things? Impossible.


Zinnia could’ve been lying to him—desperation was likely blocking him from picking up on all the ways they wouldn’t fit together. Wanting to believe her felt as precarious as actually doing it.


“I have other reasons too,” she said thoughtfully. “I feel like this huge chunk of my life is on pause because I haven’t found someone yet and also? Everything is so expensive. The government literally punishes single people without kids with higher tax rates and no breaks.”


“I know. They could at least let us write off vet bills.” He laughed, still riding the high of hearing hers. “Your accounting and finances plan was really good, by the way.” She’d emailed the document a prompt fifteen minutes after their call ended. The fact that she wanted an ironclad prenuptial agreement was an immediate bonus for him.


“I’ve thought this through six ways from Sunday and consulted a lawyer,” she said. “I’m ready.”


Jordan had known people like her existed—voluminous and irrepressible, lighting up entire rooms just by existing inside of them—but he’d never met anyone actually like that. He wished he had time to truly get to know her first, all her likes and little quirks, but that wasn’t in the cards this time around. His family dealt in ultimatums. They’d forced his hand, so he had to keep thinking of her in terms of suitability.


And she was objectively perfect.


“I can tell,” he said. “Well, I’m in if you are. Let’s get married.”










CHAPTER 4
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Zinnia


SHE ALMOST DIDN’T believe it—her heart stuttered. “Did you forget about the background check part?”


“I’ll do it today. We can go together.” Jordan’s easy smile effortlessly reached his intriguing brown eyes.


That wasn’t even his best feature. His natural reddish-brown hair might’ve been first. It also could’ve been the freckles dusting across his nose and cheeks. They were so faint that she only saw them when he was close enough for her to inspect every inch of his face during their conversation.


She sat up a little straighter, raising her chin. “Before we do that, I want you to tell me your secret. There’s something you’re intentionally hiding from me. I can feel it.”


Grace had taught her well. The secret itself was irrelevant. She only cared about the effort he put into reciprocation.


“Everyone has secrets.” His mischievous grin slowly faded into a deadpan expression. “Not to mention that I answered all your questions. All of them. Every last one.”


“Thank you for being so gracious about that, by the way. I really appreciated it.”


“Ah, so that was the test?”


She laughed softly. “I promise you it wasn’t.”


Sam had also taught her a lesson. She now went through her extensive checklist during the introductory call. His Lawyer Barbie remark had gotten under her skin because it was so far off base.


She was actually more like Life in the Dreamhouse Barbie. Applicants needed to know that upfront.


“Back to your secret. I specifically want to know something you should tell someone before you marry them. Think of it like a trust exercise.”


He raised an eyebrow. “Are we getting married?”


She thought, Potentially, but by the time the word reached her mouth it turned into, “Hopefully.”


Grace was going to kill her. She’d issued a yellow flag the second she saw his picture, declaring he couldn’t be trusted. There was no way he wasn’t a stereotypical light-skinned fuckboy who was dedicated to breaking hearts with mind games.


Fiona was going to learn necromancy, resurrect her corpse, and then kill her again. She’d thought he had nice eyes and a good sense of humor—he’d used his giant orange cat, Beta Carotene, for the infamous dating app fish pose, noting his weight and gotcha date—but sided with Grace.


They had no idea Zinnia agreed to meet him. She’d been so intrigued by the introductory call that she even snatched her lucky bracelets out of early retirement.


Jordan checked his phone for the first time in almost two hours. “The event is about to start. We can continue this later over ice cream?”


“That is the plan.”


Coffee meeting, author event for a new book release, and going on a short walk to get ice cream—all his ideas. She followed him back to the bookstore that was now set up with rows of chairs.


“I want to buy these before the event starts.” She picked up the book she’d been eyeing earlier and the featured author’s as well.


“Your money’s no good here.”


“Why?” They chose two seats in the back row and sat down. “Are you giving me a fake five-finger discount? Like that one store that lets people think they’re getting away with stealing until they hit a certain dollar amount and then they get slapped with felony charges.”


“I can’t steal from myself and what’s mine will be yours.”


“Potentially.”


“What happened to ‘hopefully’?”


“I misspoke. Got caught up in the moment,” she admitted. “I’d say we’re at the promise rings stage. Things can still go wrong.”


He regarded her for a handful of heartbeats. “They won’t.”


The author, Spark Kirkland, took to the podium and began adjusting the microphone. He was an older white man with thinning brown hair and a great mustache. She leaned close to Jordan and whispered, “We’ll see about that after I hear your good faith secret.”


Spark began by reading a passage from his book. Zinnia followed along in her own copy. She preferred listening to stories but never passed on an opportunity for an immersive reading experience. He also spoke candidly about the book’s heart—the Dust Bowl and the Great Depression—and then asked for questions. It was a good-sized audience, but they weren’t the participating type.


Zinnia raised her hand. “Hi. First-time questioner, short-term listener. You spoke about wanting the story to feel as grounded and rooted in history as possible. Why, then, introduce fantasy elements? Or did the fantasy come first and then you searched for a compelling historical backdrop?”


He seemed surprised. “What a great question, thank you for asking. I was hoping to talk a little about this.”


And just like that, the Q and A session turned into a one-on-one interview. She felt bad and kept raising her hand because no one else would. Spark thanked her again afterward while signing her book.


“Let me guess . . . you’re a writer too.”


She shook her head. “I just like reading.”


“Fooled me.” He passed the book across the table. “You know, you really saved me out there. I never know how events will turn out and you made that one infinitely more enjoyable. If you’re free tonight, I’d love to take you to dinner. As a thank-you, of course.”


People could be so nice sometimes. “Sorry, but I already have plans.”


“With me. Hi, Spark.”


“Jordan.” His smile tightened. “I didn’t see you there.”


“Oh, I’m sure you did. Ready, Zinnia?” He lightly pressed his hand against her lower back, and an anticipatory chill danced up her spine.


“Ready.” She waved at Spark. “Bye, it was nice to meet you!”


Tantivy was nestled in a row of businesses along the main downtown strip. Urban planning at its most efficient, the two-lane road was lined with huge trees, benches, convenient crosswalks, and plenty of parking. The warm late spring breeze smelled irresistibly delicious, thanks to the fruit and elote street vendor they passed on the way to the ice cream shop a few blocks away.


“I bet you were a pleasure to have in class,” Jordan teased.


“That’s not the word my teachers would use to describe me. Maybe delinquent? Hellion? Jezebel—hated that one. I went to a Christian private school, so the insults were either biblically inspired or pure slut shaming.” She shrugged. “To be fair to them, I was a whole-ass different person back then. Growing up was good for me.”


“What changed?”


“I almost died.” She didn’t mean to laugh at his suddenly concerned expression. “I guess I should’ve said being able to grow up was good for me. Oh, but my grandma used to call me a ham. I don’t know if people still say that, but that’s pretty much my default personality.”


“But what happened? You’re obviously okay but . . .”


“It’s not worth talking about.”


“Then why did you say it? I’m not going to be able to stop thinking about that until you tell me.”


“See how it feels when people keep secrets?” She grinned at him and his reluctantly amused smirk was everything she wanted.


“How are you so sure I even have one?”


“Because this is too perfect. Look at that.” She pointed to Ice Cream Sunday’s beautiful window display, a daring swirl of colors that put rainbow sherbet to shame. The patio’s frilly, patterned tent made her think of cherries jubilee and creamy vanilla. “You just happened to own the coziest bookstore slash coffee shop slash bakery known to man and it’s within walking distance of the most delectable-looking ice cream parlor I’ve ever seen. Sir, this is a setup.”


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		COVER



		PRAISE FOR CLAIRE KANN’S STELLAR LOVE STORIES



		ABOUT THE AUTHOR



		ALSO BY CLAIRE KANN



		TITLE PAGE



		COPYRIGHT PAGE



		CONTENTS



		EPIGRAPH



		CHAPTER 1



		CHAPTER 2



		CHAPTER 3



		CHAPTER 4



		CHAPTER 5



		CHAPTER 6



		CHAPTER 7



		CHAPTER 8



		CHAPTER 9



		CHAPTER 10



		CHAPTER 11



		CHAPTER 12



		CHAPTER 13



		CHAPTER 14



		CHAPTER 15



		CHAPTER 16



		CHAPTER 17



		CHAPTER 18



		CHAPTER 19



		CHAPTER 20



		CHAPTER 21



		CHAPTER 22



		CHAPTER 23



		CHAPTER 24



		CHAPTER 25



		CHAPTER 26



		CHAPTER 27



		CHAPTER 28



		CHAPTER 29



		CHAPTER 30



		ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 



		MORE FROM CLAIRE KANN













		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/images/9781035437672_FC.jpg
Things are abo#
to go off scrip

CLAIRE KANW

i





OEBPS/images/Headline_Eternal.jpg
{

HEADLINE
ETERNAL





OEBPS/images/tit_img.jpg





