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Friday


Good Witch Willow is unhappy at me for keeping her waiting. This is made obvious by the way she glares up at me through her wire-rim glasses while tugging on one of the crystal pendants around her neck. Like it is going to take help from beyond to stop her from slapping me silly or something.


“Lilah,” says my best friend with much patience, “why are you like this?”


“I don’t know.”


“Just ask her a question already.”


Rebecca (not Becca or Becky) does have a point. It’s not like I haven’t known this moment was coming for weeks now. She wanted to do something fun for her birthday and every other entertainer had already been booked. A lot of birthday parties in March, apparently. Guess everyone has sex in the summertime.


The private room at the back of the bespoke cocktail bar off Santa Monica Boulevard is close to capacity and a song by Hozier plays over the speakers. We stand at one of the tall round bar tables with the remains of a charcuterie board and a flickering tea light in a vintage jar. The walls are painted a bright turquoise, but the vibe is relaxed. It should be a great night. I want it to be for my friend’s sake. But I am anxious and distracted and not in the mood at all, dammit.


“I honestly don’t have one,” I say. “I’m sorry. I told you this wasn’t my thing.”


Rebecca groans and downs more than a mouthful of her whiskey sour. It’s her party, she can self-medicate if she wants to—and apparently, she does.


“What do people normally ask?”


Good Witch Willow is older with white skin and long gray hair in a braid. She’s exactly what I imagined a witch would look like when I was a child. A dramatic long lace dress and plenty of chunky jewelry. Instead of answering me, she glances at her smartwatch and announces, “That’s your two hours up. I’m out of here.”


Rebecca gives me a look.


Good Witch Willow wastes no time, packing her tarot cards, a travel-size crystal ball, and a collection of brightly colored crystals back into her large velvet tote.


“I’m sorry,” I say to Rebecca for the second time. “Though your work bestie hogging her for over forty minutes to ask about his fantasy football team didn’t help. And your neighbor that needed that emergency love potion. I wonder if she’ll actually manage to find Keanu Reeves and persuade him to drink it.”


Rebecca just raises her brows.


“You have to give it to her, it’s a beautiful dream,” I say. “But my point is you, my friend, are popular. There are a lot of people here. The chance of Good Witch Willow getting around to everyone was always going to be low.”


“Just admit you’re all up in your feelings about your boyfriend again.”


“I am worried about Josh.” I take a sip from my gimlet. “He said the headache was really bad, that it was messing with his vision.”


“That actually doesn’t sound good,” she reluctantly agrees.


“Yeah. I really think he needs to see a doctor, but you know what dudes are like.”


“I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but I’ve pretty much made it my life mission to not know what dudes are like.” She takes another sip of her drink. “You’re going to rush home to play nurse instead of going dancing with me, aren’t you?”


“Rebecca, can you predict the future?” I fake gasp. “And you never told me… That hurts. Wait. Did you know that was going to hurt?”


She gives me an amused smile and raises the remains of her drink in a toast. We’ve been best friends since sharing a dorm room in college about a decade ago. She’s petite with dark hair and olive skin. I, on the other hand, am more of a robust blonde. They didn’t spare the tits and ass when they made me.


“Go on. Abandon me, then,” she says. “But you owe me.”


“How about I take you out to dinner next week? To that Japanese place you love?”


“No complaining when I eat all the salmon sashimi.”


“Agreed. Happy almost birthday. Talk to you tomorrow.” I set my mostly empty gimlet on the bar and give her a hug. “Don’t go home with Priya. You know you’ll only regret it. Again.”


“But she’s brilliant and beautiful and emotionally unavailable. She’s exactly my type.”


“Oh my God. It’s like you just proved my point.”


“Get out of here, loser.”


I smack a kiss on her cheek. “I love you, Rebecca. Make good choices.”


Despite the late hour, there are still plenty of people around. The road is glossy black from a recent storm, and puddles on the sidewalk reflect the lights from the bars and restaurants. I huddle down into my cardigan against the cold night air. There’s a small convenience store open on the other side. Just perfect for picking up Tylenol since I have no idea how much we have at home, and Josh might need more. Better safe than sorry.


I join the only other person waiting at the corner to cross, and she just so happens to be Good Witch Willow. Her stereotypical pointed boot taps impatiently as she rummages through her colorful velvet tote in search of something. Being a witch must be interesting. Not that I believe in all that. Divination and spirits and so on never seemed particularly probable to me. My father is an atheist and taught us to question everything and always demand proof. I’m also a librarian, and librarians like facts. An established truth is a beautiful thing. They help to prop up society and keep us warm at night. Or they used to.


The walk light flashes, and Willow’s gray braid swings as she steps off the curb. I follow with my mind wandering, thinking about what else Josh might need and whether I should buy him some soda. But out of the corner of my eye, I see it—a sleek vehicle that doesn’t stop like the others. It doesn’t even slow down. It is, in fact, speeding straight toward us with headlights dazzlingly bright.


There’s no time to think. I grab the older woman from behind as I propel us both back toward the curb and tumble to the ground. Had she been any bigger, it might not have worked. But my years of infrequent gym attendance finally come in handy. Wheels screech and the horn blares as the sports car roars past us. It’s so damn close I can feel the rush of air in its wake.


But we don’t get hit.


Holy shit. My heart is hammering. Willow’s elbow digs into my stomach as she rolls off me onto the pavement. Whatever. I am just honestly amazed to still be amongst the living.


“Asshole!” Good Witch Willow hollers at the fading taillights.


The cool damp ground is hard beneath me, but overhead a star twinkles in a gap between the clouds. Parts of me hurt. My hand is bloody and scraped, and my hip is bruised. There’s also a tear in the tiered skirt of my new pale blue minidress, not to mention numerous stains from the wet and dirty sidewalk. Odds are also good that I just flashed my panties at the entire street.


Willow raises a brow at me. “Oh, it’s you.”


“You’re welcome,” I reply dryly.


A young man standing nearby caught the whole thing on his cell. And is still filming. A jogger stops and offers Willow his hand. He gently pulls her to her feet before doing the same for me. Which is nice of him.


Willow brushes herself off, gathering the items that fell from her tote. Breath mints, hand sanitizer, and such. “I didn’t see that car coming at all.”


Were I not still catching my breath, I would definitely make a smart-ass comment about her supposed prognostication abilities. Or at least give it serious consideration. But my hip is aching and my hand stings. I wince as I pick a piece of gravel out of one of my deeper scratches. What a mess.


“You’re the one who wanted to know what people ask me, aren’t you?” She tosses her braid over her shoulder and narrows her gaze on me. Like she’s attempting to stare into my soul or something.


“Don’t worry about it,” I say. “Are you okay?”


She nods. “Falling on you made for a soft landing.”


“Great.”


“There’s a lot that people would like to know,” she continues. “But the most popular questions tend to revolve around love. Are they cheating on me? Will they come back to me? Who’s my soulmate? Things like that.”


“Makes sense, I guess.”


“Then they tend to move on to more mundane issues, like if they’re going to get that promotion, or are they on the right career track? Then you’ve got the ones who think they’re funny. They like to ask me for this week’s lotto numbers.”


I snort. “That is kind of funny.”


“Not when you’re hearing it for the hundredth time, it isn’t. And then there are the ones who want to know when they’re going to die.” She cocks her head and sighs. “That car would have hit me if you hadn’t been there. Given the speed it was going, I doubt it would have ended well for me.”


I don’t know what to say to that, so I keep my mouth shut.


“It would seem you’re owed something.”


“That’s not necessary.”


“Be quiet and listen.” Willow draws herself up to her full height, and her gaze turns hazy. As if she’s staring into the middle distance. Then, in a sonorous tone, she announces, “He is cheating on you. But I think you already know that deep down. The name of your soulmate is Alistair George Arthur Lennox. What a mouthful.”


My smile is bemused. “Wait a minute. You don’t mean—”


“You will be passed over for the promotion. They really don’t appreciate you. I have no idea why you’ve stayed there so long.”


“It’s complicated. You’re actually predicting all of this, aren’t you?”


“Five, eight, twelve, twenty-four, thirty-nine, and forty-three. And I’m very sorry to tell you this, but you will die next Sunday.”


“What?” I shake my head. She cannot be saying what I think she is saying. Because there is not a chance in hell that this is real. “No. That’s not possible.”


“You might want to say goodbye to your loved ones and get your affairs in order.”


My laughter is brittle with an edge of disbelief. “Are you serious? I mean, you’re joking, right?”


Willow blinks several times and blows out a breath. Like she’s coming back to herself or returning to her version of reality or whatever. Maybe she hit her head on the pavement. It’s the only thing that makes sense. Though she believed in all the supernatural stuff to begin with. Which just goes to validate my belief that people are wild.


“Right,” she says. “Good night.”


“Did you mean right as in you were joking?”


But without another word, she heads off into the night, leaving me standing there stunned.


I ask the night at large, in a not-so-quiet voice, “What in the actual fuck?”


But no one answers. Even the dude with the cell phone has disappeared. Despite the drama and weirdness, no one so much as spares me a glance. The world keeps turning and life goes on. Insert big sigh here.


What I need is to buy the Tylenol, go home, check on Josh, down some of the previously mentioned painkillers (for my poor sore hip and hand), have a long hot shower, and then go to bed.


By the time the Uber drops me home, the lotto ticket for Saturday night’s big draw is hidden in the bottom of my cross-body bag. I think I remembered most of the numbers. I’ve always been more of a word person. But it’s not like it matters. No one even needs to know I bought the thing. Because it’s stupid. There is no way that Willow is actually psychic. Josh and I are solid. There aren’t even any suitable jobs currently available in my area. And I am not dying in nine days.


The actual definitive proof with regard to all of this, however, is the name she gave me of my supposed soulmate: Alistair George Arthur Lennox. I don’t need to look up who he is because I already know. I doubt there’s anyone on the planet who hasn’t heard of him since the paparazzi love him as much as he loathes them.


I trudge my tired self up the stairs to our second-floor apartment. All my moaning and groaning echoes up the stairwell and out into the uncaring night. The sound is neither brave nor attractive, but I don’t care. If this is how it feels to be almost hit by a car, it officially sucks.


My apartment building dates back to the fifties. Two neat lines of boxlike apartments, all opening onto the central strip of garden running through the middle. It’s a style typical of LA and the times. I walk with my keys sticking out between my fingers like my mom taught me. Just in case.


Music is playing inside. Something by the Arctic Monkeys. Josh must be feeling better. When I left, he was lying in the dark with a wet facecloth covering his eyes and talking in whispers. He doesn’t usually get migraines or headaches. Another reason to be concerned. But he insisted I go to my best friend’s party without him. And I did want to be there for Rebecca.


I unlock the door and toss my purse and the box of painkillers on the kitchen counter. Toeing off my favorite booties has never felt better. They too are sadly scuffed from the night’s drama. Hopefully they can be fixed. An antique mirror hanging on the wall confirms that my long blond hair is a bedraggled mess. So much for beach waves.


There’s no response to my call of “Babe?”


The apartment has a simple layout, with an open living/kitchen/dining space and a separate bathroom and bedroom off to the side. Not particularly large but reasonably affordable and close to work. I asked Josh to move in with me on Valentine’s Day. It was almost our six-month anniversary and the timing felt right. It still gives me a thrill to call it our apartment. I’ve never lived with someone who I was in a committed relationship with before. It is a whole new level of adulthood.


“You’re home early,” he says, stepping out of the bedroom wearing only a pair of boxer briefs. His short blond hair is in disarray, and his smile is strained. Like it won’t quite stick. “Thought you were going dancing after drinks.”


“I was worried about you. How are you feeling?”


“Yeah. Okay.”


“You look better. There’s color back in your face.” I turn to show him the tear in my skirt and the graze on my hand. “You’re not going to believe what happened to me tonight. Just let me get the first aid stuff, and I’ll tell you all about it.”


“I’ll get it. You wait there.”


I ignore him and follow him into the bedroom, where the bed linens are askew. Like, seriously skew-whiff. The pillows are on the floor, and our blanket has been kicked to the end of the mattress. Only the white sheet remains. It’s so rumpled that it appears as if someone was bouncing on the bed or something.


“I said I’d get it,” he says with a frown. His hand is on the bathroom doorknob, but it does not turn and open the door as nature intended. Nay. It just sits there waiting.


“What’s wrong, Josh?”


His frown deepens and his gaze skips around the room. Almost as if he is avoiding eye contact. “Nothing. I just…”


“You just what? Why are you being weird?”


And then I hear it…a quiet shuffling sound coming from inside the bathroom. For a moment I almost think I imagined it. Like my mind is playing tricks on me. It has been that sort of night. But the way my boyfriend reacts leaves no room for doubt. His eyes go wide, and his mouth does the same. Though there are still no words coming out. Guess he doesn’t know what to say. Which would be a first.


“Is there someone in the bathroom?” I am quite proud of my voice. It is a little quiet but firm. “Josh?”


Now there’s panic in his eyes.


No. This cannot be happening. But the way my heart has sunk straight through the floor says otherwise. My boyfriend really is cheating on me. He hasn’t even finished unpacking, and he’s already chosen to stray. Holy shit, the witch was right.


He finally pulls himself together enough to say, “Babe, I can explain. It’s not what you think.”


“It’s that new girl from work, isn’t it? The one you said you asked to stop messaging you because it was inappropriate. But of course, that was a lie. Because you faked being sick and invited her to my home so you could bang her in my bed.” My hands start to shake, so I curl my fingers into fists. I’m not going to hit him. Not that he wouldn’t deserve it. But I will deal with this like a grown-ass woman. One who doesn’t want to be charged with assault.


“It was an accident,” he says. Followed fast by “This is just a misunderstanding.”


A loud thud comes from the bathroom. Guess his sexy-times guest disagrees.


“Babe, I swear, just let me explain. I didn’t have a clue she was coming over. Don’t even know how she got the address.” The doorknob tries to turn beneath his hand. “Stay in there. Just give us a minute, please.”


This time, there’s an angry thump against the other side of the bathroom door. Fair enough.


“This is all just a horrible mistake,” says Josh. “I mean, you’ve been working such long hours lately and—”


“Are you trying to tell me this is my fault?” I ask, incredulous. “Seriously?”


He tugs his short hair in frustration. “No. Yes. I mean… you’re so busy all the—”


“Stop.” I take a deep, cleansing, fortifying breath and let it out slowly. “I don’t want to hear it. Just pack your shit and get out of here.”


“But it’s not what you think!”


“It is exactly what I think, and we both know it,” I all but growl. “I want you out of my home and out of my life. Right now, Josh. You and I are through.”


He stares wide-eyed at me in shock. Then his shoulders finally slump in defeat. Josh has always been a bit of a golden boy. The favorite child and so on. I don’t think the idea of there being actual consequences to his behavior ever occurred to him. Life sure comes at you fast sometimes.


Finally, a woman’s voice calls out through the bathroom door, “Can I come out now?”
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Saturday


“You look awful,” my boss tells me the next afternoon at the end of my shift. Patricia is tall, thin, and more than a little mean. Take for instance the way she glares at small children. Sure, they can be shouty. But it isn’t easy to explain the concept of quiet in the library to a toddler. And sometimes being a book lover does mean attempting to eat them. Such is life. “Not that I don’t appreciate you covering Courtney’s shift. But are you certain you’re not also coming down with the flu? And what on earth happened to your hands?”


The dream of enjoying a lazy weekend after dancing the night away with my best friend is long gone. I am instead at work after approximately two and a half hours of sleep, much soul-searching, and no small amount of crying. Not that Josh deserves my tears.


It took a while to remove every trace of his presence from my apartment. Then, at three a.m. when he was finally gone, I donned my emotional-support hoodie and had a much-deserved breakdown. Just got it all out. And I solemnly promised myself this would be the last time it happened.


At least for a while.


Forget dating. I am focusing on my career for the foreseeable future. I turn thirty later this year, and there are things I want to achieve by then. A committed relationship was on the list…but oh well. Turns out you can’t schedule love. However, it’s not too late for the others: inching my way closer to managerial level, visiting the Bodleian Library in Oxford, England, eating my way through the pastry display case at my favorite bakery on La Brea, and learning how to keep a houseplant alive.


When I still couldn’t sleep, I had a stern talk with myself about Good Witch Willow. I am not superstitious, and I don’t believe in the paranormal. People cheat in relationships every day. The data relating to this is of course unreliable, but estimates suggest that up to 75 percent of people have cheated in some way at one time or another. My parents are the outliers, still being happily married after over thirty years and two children. Plenty of people come from single-parent homes and split families. All my friends have struck out relationship-wise at least once. I myself have been ghosted, disappointed, dumped, and duped. Without being bitter, I think it’s reasonable to acknowledge that finding the one is hard. If the one even exists. There is nothing spooky or mysterious going on in my life. Josh is just an asshole. End of story.


Despite the long night, when the request came from work to fill in for a sick colleague, I said yes. A distraction sounded great. I fortified myself with more painkillers, caffeine, and carefully applied makeup. Then I made my way back out into the world as a strong single woman.


“I had a little accident last night.” I hide my hands in my pockets and give my boss my best fake smile. “But I’m fine. Just fine.”


“If you say so,” she sniffs. “Can you stay a bit longer? Some items are about to be dropped off for a display. If you could handle that before leaving?”


“Not a problem, Patricia.”


“There was also another matter I wanted to quickly talk to you about.” She looks down the length of her nose at me. “I know you applied for Program Librarian last year and were disappointed when you didn’t get it. And of course, there was Acquisitions Supervisor before that.”


“Right.”


“Well, the position of Children’s Librarian will soon become available. Ming is moving to Chicago.”


“Really? That’s wonderful news. Not about losing Ming, of course. But Children’s Librarian…that would be perfect.”


Patricia’s answering smile is more of a grimace. Like positive emotions aren’t really her thing. But I don’t care. I could hug the woman right now. Though that would be wildly awkward for both of us.


Take that, Good Witch Willow. Talk about being validated. I didn’t expect to have further proof that her late-night sidewalk prophesies were rubbish until the lotto draw tonight. But this is great. My boss has given me a heads-up, and she’s supporting my bid for promotion, going directly against what Willow said. It’s honestly like a weight has been taken off my shoulders. You know when you’ve been worrying about something in the back of your mind while telling yourself it’s okay the entire time? This is exactly that.


“It would be ideal,” Patricia confirms. “You tend to have more patience with our younger patrons than some. But while you’re of course welcome to apply, just quietly between you and me, I have already spoken to Brian about him taking on the role.”


The smile of relief falls straight off my face. “You’ve already decided on Brian?”


“Not officially, of course. But I would hate for you to get your hopes up.”


It’s like time has slowed down. As if I can suddenly hear a clock ticking, counting down the hours left in my days. “Let me get this straight. You’ve already passed me over for the promotion before I even applied?”


The woman sucks on her teeth. A solid sign of irritation. “Lilah, you have to understand—”


“What, that you don’t appreciate me and I shouldn’t have stayed here as long as I have?” I say in a tone somewhere between stunned and surprised. “Shit. She was right about this too.”


“Of course, staying or leaving is your choice to make,” says Patricia in her most strident tone. “But I’ll remind you that getting any sort of job in the library system in this city is extremely competitive. There are plenty of people with their Master of Library Science who have been volunteering and applying for years for positions such as yours.”


The woman is speaking nothing but the truth. But she still lost me mid-rant.


How was Willow right about this too? It’s impossible and improbable and fucking ridiculous. What are the odds of Josh cheating on me and me being overlooked for a promotion all within such a short time span? There are coincidences and then there are clusterfucks. Which is what my life is suddenly turning out to be.


“Lilah?” Patricia asks impatiently. “Are you listening?”


“No.”


She splutters in outrage, and I ignore her.


My mind is a mess. A swirling, whirling storm of what-ifs. I can’t die in eight days. I have things to do. Deep breaths don’t help, and calm thoughts do nothing. I am sweaty and stressed out to the nth degree. This might well be my first-ever panic attack. If I could just stop the downward spiral and think things through logically, it still might be okay. I mean, it all comes down to tonight’s lotto draw. Say I only get one or none of the numbers, then there’s my answer. It’s been nothing more than a couple of truly awful coincidences. But if I happen to get more right than that…


“You’re right, Patricia. I think I am coming down with the flu,” I say as I grab my bag. “I should go.”


She gives me the death glare reserved for rule breakers. Patrons who write on or dog-ear pages. But, alas, I am immune.


Death isn’t something I tend to dwell on. My father likes to point out that people worry about what happens after they die but don’t give much thought to where they were before they were born. A philosopher named Epicurus said as much. This always seemed kind of profound to me. Like if we were fine wherever we were before we were born, odds are we’ll be fine wherever we go after we’re dead.


I have approximately two hours until the lotto numbers are drawn. Until I find out my fate. Of course, my rational mind refutes all this nonsense. Won’t even give it the time of day despite the possible evidence starting to stack up. I sit in my old Prius in the parking lot and inspect my skull. Give it a good going-over searching for any lumps or bumps. Because if I cracked my head last night when I hit the pavement, it would explain a hell of a lot. A concussion can cause all sorts of problems and make you imagine the strangest things.


But there’s nothing. All I do is mess up my hair.


Time to calm down. I should go home and fill in the spaces left by my ex. Spread my belongings back around. It might help to give me a feeling of control. I turn on the engine, buckle up my seat belt, reverse out of the parking spot, and maneuver through the lot.


Home sounds good. I’ll read a book and rest my sore hip. Ooh. I could get takeout. Now there’s an idea. There’s nothing fajitas can’t fix.


When the radio starts playing a moment later, however, it’s a love song. Our song. The one that was on high rotation last summer when Josh and I met. Gah. Make it stop. Have I not suffered enough? The answer is apparently no, since stabbing hard and fast at the buttons only succeeds in cranking up the volume to a deafening level.


The thing is, taking your eyes off the road for more than a moment isn’t a good idea. It’s just not recommended. There’s a reason why you’re supposed to watch where you’re going. Because despite managing to shut down the damn noise, I look up to find myself deep in the shit. In the wrong lane with a car coming toward me. We’re so damn close I can see the man’s brows jump high in surprise above his sunglasses.


I screech as the car sensors start blaring. The muscles in my arms strain as I turn the steering wheel sharply to the side. Just veer the vehicle the fuck on over. And it would have been fine if I’d just gone back into my lane. But no. I turn the wrong way and crash straight into a concrete post with a bang.


The airbag smacks me in the face, shoving me back against the car seat before deflating with a prolonged hissing noise. It almost drowns out the ringing in my ears. My nose hurts, but I don’t think it’s broken. All I can do is sit and stare at the crumpled hood. My poor car is ruined. Just absolutely trashed. At least I was still in the parking lot and not driving too fast. I have no new injuries—that I am aware of. It’s as positive a spin I can put on such a shit show.


“Are you all right? Can you hear me?” asks a deep male voice with an accent that can only be described as posh but not. A blend of British high society and Scottish brogue. Thank you, romance movies, for teaching me which is which. Christmas rom-coms with lots of snow, and European settings in particular. It’s the dude with the sunglasses who I almost ran into. He raps his knuckles on the driver’s-side window to be sure he has my attention. “Miss, do you need help?”


An awful mechanical grinding sound comes from deep within the door when I try to lower the glass. Excellent. I push on the door, and he opens it wide before taking a step back and giving me space. He is tall with fair skin and dark stubble. But most of his face is hidden behind black sunglasses and a baseball cap.


“I’m fine,” I say, climbing out of the remains of my car. “Thank you.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes. Are you all right?”


He just nods.


Paul from security is jogging through the parking lot toward us. How do I even explain this? A meltdown due to a music malfunction? Fuck my life. Seriously.


The man with the sunglasses wanders back to his own vehicle. He almost looks a little like… No. That would be whatever word is beyond ridiculous. I know I am not dealing well when I start misplacing words. Not good. The man licks his lips and turns away as if he needs a moment. “You almost hit my car.”


“But I didn’t.”


“But you almost did,” he says tersely. The vehicle in question is old, silver, and streamlined—a thing of beauty. Another damn sports car. Why do luxury vehicles suddenly seem to have it in for me? I can see why he would be upset at the thought of it being damaged. However, my vehicle is destroyed and my day has been awful. I am the clear winner in this situation. Or loser, as the case may be. But this doesn’t stop his lips from flatlining in unhappiness. “You almost hit me.”


“And yet the fact remains that I didn’t. I missed you and hit the concrete bollard instead. Didn’t I?”


Nothing from him.


“Didn’t I?”


People obviously don’t often contradict him. Because it takes him an overly long moment to admit, “Yes. You did.”


“Thank you.”


He stares at me and I stare right back at him. At least, I think that’s what he’s doing behind those dark glasses. It’s no joke to say the man is fire. He has to be a model or an actor or something. Though almost everyone is in this town. Stubble lines a jaw that could win architectural awards. His car and clothes scream quiet luxury. A simple modern black leather jacket with matching jeans, tee, and boots. And they’re all low-key, classy, and well cut.


Paul slowed down and is talking to someone on his cell phone. I hope it’s not the police or Patricia. It’s probably just him reporting to the security office that there’s been an accident. Fingers crossed.


On the bright side, Good Witch Willow didn’t see this one coming. There was no prophecy about crashing my car. It could almost be taken as a positive if you didn’t look at it too closely. And right now, I need all the doubt I can rally when it comes to her and her skills of divination.


“Your vehicle doesn’t look good,” says the tall, dark, and handsome stranger. “It’ll need to be towed.”


“Yeah.”


He sighs and with an air of great reluctance asks, “Do you have a safe way home?”


“I’ll sort something out. Thanks.”


“Right.” He nods. “I should go, then.”


“Okay.”


He nods again, and this time I can feel his gaze on me. The weight of his regard. I have to say, the sensation is not unpleasant. Then he takes off his sunglasses.


People talk about where they were when some momentous historic event occurred. How it imprinted on them. A pristine memory unlike any other. They remember exactly where they were when they heard the news and how they felt—and they never forget. Because suddenly their life was divided into before and after. This is one of those moments for me.


Alistair George Arthur Lennox, the illegitimate son of the king of England, has eyes the same shade as the blue spring sky. The one I drove to work beneath not so long ago. Such a beautiful color. His gaze immediately turns wary. Like he’s used to being recognized and it doesn’t make him happy. Meanwhile, the clock inside my head is back and ticking louder than before.


“Noooo. You’re not him.” I take one step back and then another, until I am backed up against my car, scared and cornered with nowhere to go. “You’re not. You’re someone else. Because if you were him it would mean what the witch said was right and I… No. You’re not you. Absolutely not.”


His heavy brows draw tight together. “What are you talking about?”


“I said no.”


“Are you okay?” Paul from security puffs out his chest. “Is this guy bothering you, Lilah?”


“Everything is fine,” I say, diving back into my car. My insurance details are in the glove box. “Here you go. That’s what you need, right?”


Paul juggles my license, car keys, and insurance paperwork. “Yeah.”


“I’ve never been in an accident before. But no one is hurt and nothing is damaged apart from my car.”


“Right. I’ll, ah, call my friend who owns a tow truck. Have it taken to a garage so it can be assessed.”


“That sounds great. Do I need to go with it?”


He shakes his head. “I’ll send you the details so you can fill out your accident report online.”


“What’s your number?” I ask. “I’ll text you so you have mine.”


He rattles off the digits.


“Thank you so much, Paul.”


He blushes. “No big deal. People have accidents here all the time. They don’t leave enough room in parking lots for people to maneuver anymore.”


“They really don’t. Thank you so much for understanding.” I can feel the other man’s eyes on me. But I refuse to spare him so much as a glance. Nope. Not happening. “I’ll be at the bar in the restaurant on the corner if you need me.”


“You’ll be in the… Okay,” Paul is saying.


But I’m already gone.
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The restaurant on the corner has a cool modern bar. White walls, tan leather seats, and lots of hanging plants. I like the way sunlight streams in through the skylights, making the inside feel like you’re outside. Our work events are often held here. Birthdays and send-offs, et cetera. The dinner crowd has yet to arrive. It is mostly those wanting to hang somewhere on a Saturday afternoon.


I take a seat at the end of the bar on a stool and stare into eternity for a moment. Of course, eternity for me is apparently up next week. My brain is an even bigger disaster than before. But everything will be all right. I just need to sit quietly and calm down. Sort this whole situation out within the quiet confines of my skull and decide what to do.


“Can I get you something?” asks the bartender, an older woman with short cropped gray hair and one of those nose piercings. The kind that hangs through the middle part. “Hello?”


“Sorry. I’ll, um… You know what? I’ll have a Bloody Mary.”


She nods and gets busy mixing the vodka, tomato juice, and spices.


I ignore the man who slides onto the stool next to me. I ignore him with all my heart and soul and then some.


“Did you hit your head?” he asks. “You know, when you crashed the car?”


Funny how that idea keeps coming up. “No.”


Turns out he’s hard to ignore. The cap and sunglasses are gone. He sits facing me with his back to the rest of the world. “I’ve had some odd reactions to people recognizing me. But that was particularly unusual back there.”


“Particularly unusual,” I repeat. “Is that the best you can come up with?”


“Fucking weird?”


I nod. “Better.”


“You actually ran away from me,” he says with something close to wonder. “After almost hitting my car and telling me I wasn’t me.”


“Yep. That about sums it up.”


He stares at me for a long moment while I ignore him some more. Any hope of him losing interest and going away, however, is dashed when he asks, “So what’s the story?”


“Hmm?”


“You said something about a woman being right. What did you mean?”


“Do you always ask this many questions?”


The bartender places a napkin along with the impressive red concoction in front of me. It is embellished with a stick of celery and a cocktail pick loaded with an olive, a pickled onion, a gherkin, and a cube of cheese. How great is a cocktail that comes with its own snacks?


“Thank you,” I say. “It looks amazing.”


“I’m not staying,” the stranger tells the waiting bartender when she asks if he’d like a drink.


“Then you should go.” I take a sip of the drink and holy shit. “Whoa. That’s spicy.”


The corners of his eyes crinkle in amusement. “You’ve never had a Bloody Mary before?”


“No. But I always wanted to try one. No time like the present.” Then it occurs to me. I slap the palm of my hand on the wooden bar top. “Septum. It’s called a septum piercing. Gah. I hate it when I get all worked up and lose words. It is so annoying.”


His mouth opens slightly but nothing comes out. The way he’s watching me…it’s actually closer to amusement than wonder now. His scales of judgment have definitely tipped in the wrong direction when it comes to me.


Some of the paprika dusted around the rim of the glass has fallen on me. I carefully brush off my fifties-style cream-colored short-sleeve top and navy pants. “I bet you’re perfect and never get frazzled or forget anything.”


His gaze jumps from my breasts to my face. So busted. “I wouldn’t say that,” he says.


“Whatever. You were leaving.”


“I was actually waiting for you to tell me your story.”


“I never agreed to that. Who says there even is a story?”


“Oh, there’s definitely a story,” he says. “I can feel it. And wouldn’t it be great to get it off your chest?”


“Your concern for my chest has been noted. Thanks.”


He has the good grace to look mildly ashamed. But not for long, and it doesn’t stop him from once again demanding, “Tell me.”


“No. I’d prefer not to.”


“Why not?”


“Because you’ll think it’s stupid. I think it’s stupid.” A sigh. “Why do you even care? Where is this sudden concern for a commoner like me coming from?”


“Commoner.” He snorts. “I don’t know. It’s not like there aren’t things I should be doing. Call it curiosity. My gran always said I had an excess of the stuff.”


“Great.” I down more of the drink and watch him out of the corner of my eye. If I avoid direct eye contact, he might go away. A girl can hope. “The Tabasco is a lot. But there’s a hint of citrus too. I think it’s lime juice.”


“Bartenders tend to have their own recipes. But it’s usually some combination of pickle juice, horseradish, and Worcestershire sauce.”


“Look at you, being all fancy and correctly pronouncing woos…wooster…whatever that sauce is called.”


“Worcestershire?” He bites back a smile. “If I promise not to think your story is stupid, will you tell me?”


“Will you promise to go away if I do?”


“Sure.”


He sounds sincere. But I need to see his face to know if I can trust him to keep his word. That’s what I tell myself, at any rate. There is nothing wrong with his strong jawline and high forehead. His nose, however, is almost too large for his face. Nice to know he’s not perfect. He has well-proportioned lips and a subtle natural sort of pout. But it’s the air of rugged masculinity that pulls the whole thing together. The whole thing being him. It’s clear why the press calls him Prince Charming. He definitely qualifies for dashing and dreamy.


And he sits and waits with amiable patience while I look him over.


“Well?” he asks finally.


“You’re too handsome. I don’t trust you.”


He’s not as successful at smothering his smile this time. “This from the woman who bedazzled poor Paul from security and left him to deal with her mess.”


“You mean like with rhinestones?”


“No. I do not.”


“I did kind of lose it back there,” I say. “I’ll have to buy Paul something nice to say thank you. But I object to you saying I bedazzled him.”


He just raises a brow. Jerk.


“Be real. I’m a solid six. And there is nothing wrong with being a six. Now and then, when I’m in the right mood, I happen to have a great personality,” I say. “But unlike you with your pretty privilege, I don’t go around just… Why are you looking at me like that?”


“How should I look when you’re talking rubbish?”


“It’s not rubbish, it’s trash. We’re in America. We have trash. Get it right.”


“Whatever,” he says, quoting me back to me. “Just tell me the story. Why are you drinking that? You obviously don’t like it. What else haven’t you tried?”


“I don’t know. I’m too busy spiraling to know things.”


He gives me a long look. Then he picks up the drink menu. “Do you like champagne?”


“Not really.”


“That just means you haven’t sampled the good stuff.” He gestures for the bartender and says, “A glass of… Actually, make it a bottle of Dom Pérignon for the lady, please.”


I push my Bloody Mary aside and rest an elbow on the bar. “You’re buying me a bottle of champagne?”


“I am,” he confirms, as if surprised himself.


“Why?”


“In all honesty, you look like you need it. Badly.”


I snort. “Thanks.”


“And I really want that story.”


“You’re used to getting what you want, aren’t you?”


In lieu of a response, he removes his leather jacket and lays it on the bar. Of course, his biceps are sublime, with just the right amount of bulge. The man needs to get away from me. I only just had my heart trampled last night. Though it’s hard to worry about Josh and his wandering ways in the face of everything else going on.


My unwanted companion watches me as the bartender sets down two glasses and the bottle in a bucket of ice. Once she pours the champagne, he gives her a curt nod. As if he has been waited on hand and foot for the better part of his life and is comfortable with it. As if it is his due. Which makes sense since he’s sort of royalty.


I pick up the glass and take a cautious sip. There’s the usual faint taste of fruit and bubbles, but better. It is delicious, and the happy humming noise I make gives it away. Dammit.


“Look at you, all angry that I was right,” he says with glee. Asshole. “Now tell me the story.”


“Fine. But you’re not going to believe me.” I hold up my hand, showing him the cuts on my palm, half healed and covered in scabs. So gross. “My hip is also one big bruise, but you’ll forgive me if I don’t show you that.”


“What happened?”


“Last night I saved a woman from getting hit by a car. We started crossing the street, and I saw it coming. There was no evidence it was slowing for the red light. So I just sort of grabbed her and pulled us back toward the sidewalk. Still can’t believe it worked.”


“You were lucky.”


“Very,” I say. “This is where it gets strange. The woman was a witch hired to be the entertainment at my best friend’s birthday. And when it was my turn to talk to her, I had no idea what to say. But then her two hours were up, and she wanted to go home.”


“Right.”


“As a thank-you for saving her from getting hit by the car, she told me some things. Made some predictions. Like how my boyfriend was cheating on me and that I would get passed over for a promotion again at work.”


He cocks his head. “You don’t actually believe her?”


“I didn’t. Not at first. I still don’t want to. But when I got home last night, my boyfriend had company. There was a naked woman hiding in my bathroom. Can you believe that shit?”


“Ouch.”


“Then when I got to work today, my boss told me not to bother applying for an upcoming promotion. She had already decided to give the position to Brian.”


His blue eyes are serious. “That’s awful. But surely these are just—”


“Coincidences?” I finish with a bitter smile. “Yeah. That’s what I thought too. The problem is, the witch also told me the name of my supposed soulmate.”


“And?”


“It’s you.”


Laughter bursts out of him. “Good story.”


“You think I’m lying?”


“I think you’re extremely entertaining. Enjoy the champagne.” He hands a black credit card to the bartender. And he’s still smiling and shaking his head when she hands him the receipt. Then he turns to me and says, “Have a nice life.”


I should shut up and let him leave. It would probably be for the best. But it feels so good to talk to someone about it. To air my anxieties. Whether I’m talking or trauma-dumping is debatable. “She mentioned something about that too. Apparently, my time is up a week from tomorrow.”


He pauses. “What?”


“She said I die in eight days.”


“Bullshit.”


“I wholeheartedly concur. But three in a row, you know?”


Nothing from him.


I hate this…feeling fragile. It’s not me at all. “She also told me tonight’s lotto numbers. I bought a ticket, and if I don’t win, then I’ll know. I’ll laugh at how gullible I was and put this all behind me with a great sense of relief.”


He still hasn’t moved. All six feet something of him just stands there frowning. He is seriously displeased. A lesser woman would shake in her shoes, but honestly, at this point what have I got to lose? “This actually happened, didn’t it?” he asks. “The witch and you almost getting hit by a car and all that?”


“Yes, it did.”


“And you believe what she said.”


“That’s the problem. I honestly don’t know what to believe. I mean, there are a lot of people in this city. What is the likelihood of us meeting? What were you even doing in the library parking lot?”


“Dropping some of my mother’s first editions off for a display.”


“Then we would have crossed paths either way,” I say, somewhat vindicated. “My boss had asked me to meet you for the handoff. But I was upset about Brian and the promotion and walked out.”
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