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Lizzy Chung has her life mapped out:


* Become a lawyer. Check


* Join a prestigious law firm. Check


* Make partner. In progress


If all goes to plan, she’ll be checking off that last box in a couple of years, making her parents proud, and living a successful, fulfilled life in L.A. One thing that isn’t part of her plan? Passing out from a panic attack during a pivotal moment in her career.


Lizzy decides that what she needs is a place to recharge, and where better than the small California town where she spent her childhood summers with her best friend, Jack Park.


Now that Lizzie is back, Jack has three weeks to spend with the girl of his dreams – while concealing his decades-long crush on her. Something that becomes increasingly difficult when he agrees to help Lizzie revamp the local bookstore.


Romance amongst the dusty shelves and books may not be in Lizzy’s plan, but could this new page lead her to the love story she never expected?









To Oppa,
you will always be my Baymax









CHAPTER ONE


The slumbering city below held no answers for Lizzy Chung, but she nevertheless stared out her office window as she sipped her black coffee. The subtle shifts of color in the sky hinted at approaching dawn and painted downtown Los Angeles in muted gray tones, leaching the impressive city of its color and vitality.


Lizzy braked hard to stop her mind from comparing her own life to her reflections on the predawn city. Besides, color and vitality were overrated. Her life was fan-freaking-tastic. Five years out of law school, she was a senior counsel at Nelson Peters, one of the top law firms in the nation, and well on her way to making partner in two years. And she was trying a case as the lead trial counsel for the first time in her career, which happened to be the reason why she was at work at this godforsaken hour.


She brought her mug to her lips and wrinkled her nose. She hated black coffee, but her usual English breakfast tea with milk and sugar didn’t seem badass enough for the day of her opening statement. The voir dire phase of the trial was over, and they had a decent set of jurors. Not perfect but workable. Juror numbers four and nine might be problematic. They were opinionated and didn’t follow instructions well—which meant they might decide the case based on their common sense and life experiences rather than following the rule of law.


But a good trial attorney should be able to overcome that. She nodded, agreeing heartily with herself, then stopped mid-nod. How the hell was she supposed to know if she was any good? This was her first trial. She squeezed her eyes shut as a familiar tightness spread across her chest, constricting her breathing.


“Please let me be a good trial attorney,” she whispered to the ceiling, hoping a higher power would hear her. Alas, no fairy godmother materialized out of thin air to offer her a dusting of awesome lawyer glitter. Boo.


Huffing out an impatient sigh, she turned her back on the window and her gnawing doubts. I will be a good trial attorney because I have to be. With stubborn determination, she walked to the kitchen and dumped out her coffee. There was no need for any black coffee or a fairy godmother. She was already plenty badass.


Lizzy marched to the small conference room they were using as the war room, armed with a warm mug of milk tea, and sat down at one end of the long oval table. She leaned her elbows on the table and massaged her temples as the headache she’d been fighting since 4:00 A.M. drilled a hole through her head. When that didn’t help much, she took a sip of her tea and reached for the trial notebook and the exhibit binders. She knew the material inside out and upside down, but overpreparing calmed her nerves.


The sun at last completed its lazy ascent, and morning light streamed into the conference room. Reading over the documents had given her the distraction she’d needed, and her anxiety was under control—not gone but held at bay. She leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms over her head. The clock on the wall read a quarter till eight, and she frowned as she stood and strode out to the hallway. Her associate was fifteen minutes late, and punctuality mattered in the legal world. When she was a second-year attorney, she used to arrive at her destination thirty minutes early rather than be even a minute late.


“I’m so sorry I’m late.” Right on cue, Katie ran down the hallway toward her, pulling a rattling cart piled high with three Bankers Boxes. Her hair was wet and twisted into a lopsided bun on top of her head. “I was up till two last night. I don’t even remember hitting the snooze button.”


Lizzy didn’t have the heart to chew out her associate even though her younger self would’ve been masticated beyond recognition. Her law firm’s culture could often be cutthroat, but that didn’t mean she had to be. Besides, Katie was her second chair, and she didn’t want to fry her nerves more than they already must be.


“Don’t worry about it,” Lizzy said briskly, walking back into the war room. “Let’s just get to work.”


“Of course. Absolutely.” A relieved smile lit up Katie’s face as she went about unloading the boxes. “I reread all three volumes of Steven Anderson’s deposition transcript last night. I really think his testimony is strong.”


“Make sure he reads them over as well. Thoroughly. The last thing we want are inconsistencies between his deposition testimony and his trial testimony,” Lizzy said, more sharply than she’d intended, as her anxiety returned full force. Having their star witness bomb on the stand would be a nightmare of epic proportions. “I need you to start prepping him for trial. He won’t take the stand for at least a couple of days, but I want you to have plenty of time to get him ready.”


Katie sat up straighter at her tone. “He’ll be here in ten minutes for his first session. I’ll have two hours with him before we have to head over to the courthouse.”


“Good. Be sure to drill him in the basics: Answer yes-or-no questions with a yes or no. Don’t elaborate.” She grabbed the war room’s resident bottle of Tylenol and washed down two pills with the last of her tea. “If Plaintiff counsel’s question is unclear, don’t try to help her by answering with what he thinks she’s asking. Request that she rephrase the question.”


“Got it.” Her associate scribbled down everything Lizzy rattled off even though she probably knew all that stuff already.


“Thanks, Katie.” She stood and reached for her empty mug. “How are you getting to the court?”


“I’m driving over with one of the paralegals. They’re bringing the extra set of trial exhibits Judge Reiner requested.”


“Sounds good. I’ll see you there.”


She was almost at the door when Katie asked, “Are you ready for the opening statement?”


“Is this the part where I say, ‘I was born ready’?” Lizzy grinned with more confidence than she felt, gripping the mug between her cold hands. She was as prepared as she would ever be, but that didn’t mean she was ready. The ominous thump of her heart accentuated her uncertainty as a parade of what-ifs spun dizzyingly through her mind.


Katie laughed. “You’re going to be amazing.”


“Thank you.” She had to be if she wanted to win this trial and increase her chances of making partner. Her headache tightened like a vise around her head.


The gloomy tint over downtown had lifted by the time Lizzy returned to her office, and the city below positively teemed with energy. Even so, the view from her sixty-second-floor office didn’t capture her attention the way it used to when she was young and fresh out of law school. City life had a way of making a soul weary.


She closed her door and perched on the front of her desk, holding a printout of the bullet points for her opening statement. She didn’t write out the entire statement, because she didn’t want to come across to the jury as a smarmy, over-polished corporate lawyer with the perfect, practiced speech. She wanted her opening statement to be conversational and relatable.


It was a crucial opportunity to connect with the jurors. As the attorney for the corporate defendant in a gender discrimination case, she didn’t want the jury to think she was playing for the Big Bad Wolf. She had to convince them that Defendant was a fair employer being targeted by a disgruntled former employee who was unqualified for the position she had held.


Lizzy inhaled through her nose and exhaled slowly through her mouth. Her client truly wasn’t the Big Bad Wolf. They were a hardworking, midsize toy manufacturer who happened to have employed a supervisor with a blunt, abrasive personality. Fortunately for Defendant, the fact that the supervisor came across as a jerk wasn’t a violation of the law. Especially since he was a jerk to everyone across the board regardless of gender. Unfortunately for Defendant, Plaintiff presented very well and seemed to genuinely believe that she had been discriminated against.


Another breath in and out. This case should’ve settled out of court months ago. Neither of the parties needed to waste time and money to be dragged into court. Lizzy laid the blame squarely on Plaintiff’s counsel. She had dealt with many opposing counsels in her years as an attorney, but none had been as antagonistic and vicious as Carol Monty. She had made even the simplest of discovery exchanges into drawn-out court battles with motions and sanctions slapped on both parties.


Attorneys merely represent their clients’ interests—they were both just doing their damn job—but Carol Monty constantly launched personal attacks on her. As much as Lizzy hated confrontations—yes, she was a conflict-averse lawyer—she hated losing even more, so their phone calls inevitably turned into heated arguments. She hoped Plaintiff’s counsel would retain some civility during trial. These bullying sorts tended to behave better when they were in front of a judge and jury.


Lizzy ran through the opening statement twice before the clock struck ten. Trial convened in thirty minutes. Maybe Jack would be there for her opening statement. A spark of excitement coursed through her. Of course, she hadn’t asked him to come, but he might come anyway because he was Jack—the kindest, most considerate friend a girl could ask for. A real smile lit up her face for the first time that morning. She lifted her black suit jacket from the back of her chair and shrugged into it, adjusting her pale blue blouse underneath it. After checking her makeup in her compact, she snapped it shut and dropped it into her purse.


The superior court was less than three miles from her office, but thanks to one-way streets and traffic, it was a solid ten-minute drive. She parked her white BMW 3 Series in her favorite structure, shelling out thirty dollars for all-day parking. It was across the street from a seldom-used entrance to the Stanley Mosk Courthouse, which allowed her to bypass the long line at the main entrance.


The side entrance led her directly to the fourth floor, so she only had to ride the escalator up one floor to where Judge Reiner’s courtroom was located. It allowed her to avoid the cramped, dilapidated elevators altogether, which was key to getting anywhere on time at this courthouse. She smirked, feeling quite smug about having home-court advantage.


Her high heels clicked against the terrazzo floor, and their sharp staccato echoed down the long, nearly deserted hallway. The stone benches outside the courtrooms—because who doesn’t want a cold ass to start the day off with—would’ve been filled with lawyers clad in black and gray suits just two hours ago. That was when the judges held their morning calendar, during which they dealt with the more day-to-day matters of the numerous cases assigned to them.


The few lawyers who remained in the hallway exuded the same vibe of exhaustion and adrenaline that sloshed through her. They were all in trial mode—similar to beast mode but infinitely less cool. Lizzy sighed. Poor souls.


She stepped into the courtroom with ten minutes to spare, pulling her briefcase close behind her. To her great annoyance, Carol Monty already sat at the plaintiff’s table closer to the jury box with her perfectly highlighted blond head bent over a yellow legal pad. She didn’t bother looking up when Lizzy sat down at the defendant’s table.


Holding back an irritated sigh, Lizzy said, “Good morning, Carol.”


Ever so slowly, Carol put down the pen she was holding and turned toward Lizzy, making it abundantly clear that she wasn’t happy with the interruption. “Good morning, Counsel.”


While most lawyers addressed one another by first name, Carol never called her Lizzy. Not even Elizabeth. It was either Counsel or Ms. Chung. God forbid there was even a hint of camaraderie between them. At this point, Lizzy would be grateful for a modicum of civility.


“Nice pants suit.” Carol stared pointedly at Lizzy’s slacks. “Rumor has it that our esteemed judge finds female attorneys in pants unprofessional.”


So much for her hopes for civility. The sad thing was Lizzy wasn’t even shocked. Carol might very well be full of shit, but she wouldn’t put it past the curmudgeonly judge to be flagrantly sexist. The point was her dear opposing counsel only shared that little tidbit to unnerve her before her opening statement. Lizzy didn’t care what the judge thought about her slacks. Her audience today was the jury. What did make her blood pressure rise was Carol’s unrelenting antagonism. She was just so sick of it.


“Good to know. Thanks for the tip, Carol,” Lizzy said with a benign smile, deliberately using her first name again. She was rewarded with the tightening of Carol’s lips. But it wasn’t worth the brief flare of satisfaction. Her opponent was succeeding in bringing Lizzy down to her level. The realization left a bad taste in her mouth.


“God, I hate those elevators,” Katie whispered as she settled down on the seat next to her. Her hair fell past her shoulders in lustrous waves. She was one of those people who could pull the pen out of their bun and shake their hair loose to achieve the perfect loose curls. Lucky. “Michael had those boxes of exhibits to bring, so we couldn’t take the escalators.”


“I hear you. I avoid those elevators at all costs.” Lizzy waved at their paralegal, who was stacking up the Bankers Boxes against one of the walls.


She liked Michael. He did great work. She’d asked him to join their trial team as soon as she’d suspected the case wouldn’t settle before another attorney could snatch him up. She also supplied him with a constant stream of chocolate from See’s Candies so he would give her preferential treatment. Having competent support made an attorney’s life so much easier.


Other than a couple of attorneys speaking with the court clerk after the morning calendar, the courtroom had emptied out of any audiences. Lizzy pursed her lips as a strand of disappointment wound through her. Jack was four hours away in Weldon. She hadn’t seriously expected him to drive all the way down to Los Angeles to watch her opening statement. But a small part of her had hoped he would come. She certainly could use the moral support.


Then she thought wistfully of her friend Ashley. If they had still been close, she would be there to support her. But there was a rift between them that she didn’t know how to mend. They’d joined the firm at the same time, both fresh out of law school, and had connected instantly. Unfortunately, the firm culture and the drive to make partner inevitably pitted them against each other. Things hadn’t been the same with Ashley since last year, when Lizzy made senior counsel first.


The bailiff opened the door to the deliberation room, and the jurors filed out to take their seats in the jury box. Lizzy dragged her attention back into the courtroom. Now was not the time to mull over her growing discontent with the firm culture and the ugly realities of climbing the corporate ladder. She had to focus on winning over the jury so she could win this damn trial.


Her heart pounded a relentless beat in her ears, and her palms grew slick with sweat. She poured herself a glass of water from the carafe on the table. As she brought the glass to her lips, she noticed her hands weren’t quite steady. She needed to center herself. While this was her first trial, she was an experienced litigator with many court appearances under her belt. She’d argued and won multiple motions for summary judgment, which was like a mini trial where the judge decided the case based on a set of finite facts. The opening statement wasn’t that much different from what she’d previously done.


Despite the sound logic of her mind, anxiety continued to climb its way up, and her breath quickened with her pulse. As her therapist said, becoming anxious about anxiety only made things worse. Lizzy could handle anxiety. She lived with it constantly. She breathed in five seconds through her nose and gently released it through her mouth for seven seconds. But even after multiple repetitions, her breathing technique wasn’t slowing down her heart rate.


“All rise,” the bailiff boomed. “The Honorable James Reiner presiding.”


Lizzy got to her feet but grabbed the table in front of her when the room threatened to tilt. She felt Katie looking at her, but she kept her gaze focused straight ahead to will the dizziness away. Many of the superior court judges didn’t require people to stand when they entered the room anymore, but Judge Reiner took his time settling into his seat and moving some files around before he said, “You may be seated.”


She plopped back into her seat, her knees weaker than she would like. She envisioned waves crashing into the beach and receding and tried to allow her anxiety to wash over her. If she didn’t fight it, it would run its course and move on.


“Ms. Chung, are you ready to make the opening statement for Defendant?” Judge Reiner asked, managing to sound both apathetic and patronizing. When she got to her feet, his glance flickered to her slacks, and the corners of his thin lips dove down.


“Yes, Your Honor.” It felt as though her head were underwater, and her voice echoed in her head. Picking up her leather binder with her opening-statement bullet points, Lizzy made her way to the small podium by the jury box. She put her binder down and planted her palms on the podium to steady herself.


“Good morning, members of the jury. As you know, I’m Elizabeth Chung, counsel for Defendant Jubilee Toy Company.” Her body turned cold as though all the blood had drained out of it, and numbness spread to her fingertips. “Contrary to Ms. Monty’s passionate monologue yesterday, this case isn’t about gender discrimination. It’s about hurt feelings and wounded pride taken way out of proportion . . .”


Darkness edged in from the corners of her vision, and suddenly, she couldn’t get enough air into her lungs. Oh, God. Not now. Something squeezed at her skull as though she were a plush toy being gripped and carried in the air by a mechanical claw. She was shaking uncontrollably now, and her knees finally gave out. She thought she heard a lovely deep voice call out Lizzy, but the coldness of the hard floor met her body, then there was darkness everywhere.


“Lizzy!” Jack yelled.


His best friend fell to her knees just as he stepped through the courtroom door, then collapsed onto the thinly carpeted floor as he ran to her. He might have pushed someone out of the way, but Lizzy’s head was cradled in the crook of his arm a moment later as he crouched on the floor beside her limp body.


“Lizzy,” he said gently even as his heart beat the hell out of his rib cage. What was happening to her?


There was commotion all around him, and he vaguely noticed the pounding of a gavel. He normally would’ve gotten a kick out of that, but his entire attention was focused on the pale, heart-shaped face of his friend.


“Can you hear me?” He ran his thumb over her cheek, willing her to respond. His chest tightened a fraction more every minute Lizzy’s expression remained blank.


“Is she okay? The bailiff wants to know if he should call an ambulance.” A young woman knelt by his side. She was wearing a black suit and a worried expression on her face. She must have been one of Lizzy’s colleagues.


Before he could answer, Lizzy stirred in his arms. “No, Katie. No ambulance.”


“God, Lizzy.” Jack gathered her against him, scrunching his eyes shut as relief rushed through him. “You scared the shit out of me.”


“You’re here,” she said in a small voice, muffled against his chest. “I’m so happy you’re here.”


“Of course I’m here.” He pulled away and grinned down at her, tucking a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “I had to witness the great Elizabeth Chung’s first opening statement.”


“Oh, my God.” She jerked into a sitting position. He wanted to kick himself for the rude reminder. “The opening statement . . . the trial . . .”


“Don’t worry. The judge called a recess until one thirty,” Katie said, putting a hand on Lizzy’s shoulder. “But I think I should let Peter know what happened.”


Jack didn’t think it possible, but Lizzy’s face paled even more, and his chest tightened with worry. He wrapped his arm around her waist in case she passed out again.


“You’re right,” she said grimly. “He’s the supervising partner. He should be kept apprised of everything.”


“And he’ll know what we should do.” Katie got to her feet.


“What we should do about what?” Lizzy’s eyebrows furrowed above the bridge of her nose.


“You know”—she rummaged through her purse—“about what to do next.”


“I know what to do next,” Lizzy said with icy calm. Jack helped her struggle to her feet, holding her arms to steady her. He frowned when he felt tremors running through her. “I’m going to give my opening statement when the court reconvenes at one thirty.”


“But . . .” Katie stared slack-jawed at Lizzy, hugging her cell phone to her chest.


“Are you sure you’re well enough to do that?” Jack protested even though he recognized the stubborn determination in the jut of her chin.


Her narrowed eyes shot toward him, but he arched his brow and held her gaze. Nothing was going to stop her from resuming the trial. She always achieved her goals no matter what it took. But that didn’t mean he had to like it. Sometimes she pushed herself too damn hard.


“I haven’t eaten anything other than some peanut M&M’s since yesterday afternoon,” she said, turning back to her colleague. “Once I get some real food in me, I’ll be good to go.”


Jack wanted to call her bullshit when she swayed on her feet, but he just tightened his hold on her and watched as Katie rushed out of the courtroom with a dubious glance over her shoulder.


“You should sit down.” He pulled out a chair for her with a resigned sigh. When Lizzy sank into it without argument, his concern grew stronger. Some color had returned to her lips, but her cheeks were still pale. “What really happened up here?”


“I . . .” She glanced around the courtroom. The bailiff was chatting with the court clerk at the front of the courtroom. There was no one else around them. “I had a panic attack.”


“A panic attack?” He sat down in the chair next to her and leaned in closer. She was the most confident, unflappable person he knew. But maybe being strong all the time took a toll on her. “Has it ever happened before?”


“A few times,” she said, her eyes sliding away from his. “But I’ve never passed out from it before.”


“Lizzy.” He waited until she looked at him. She’d been keeping things from him—a flash of hurt shot through him followed closely by guilt . . . he should’ve known—but that wasn’t what mattered right now. “Do you think you can continue with the trial without it happening again?”


“I have anxiety medication. I didn’t want to take it because it makes my head fuzzy, but maybe I’ll take half a pill this afternoon.” She wrung her hands in her lap. “I let my thoughts go down the rabbit hole, and my anxiety just snowballed. I know better than to let that happen. I have tools to deal with anxiety before it gets this bad, but sometimes I forget to actually use them.”


“Hey, stop being so hard on yourself.” He tugged her close with his hand behind her neck and pressed his forehead against hers. “This is your first trial. It’s a fucking lot. Show yourself some grace.”


“Thank you, Jack.” She leaned into him for a second before she pulled back and smiled at him.


His breath caught in his throat. Even pale and drawn, she was so beautiful. He was staring, but he couldn’t turn away. He couldn’t even smile back like a normal person. If he didn’t do or say something soon, she would be weirded out. And yet, his wordless staring continued. He wanted to drink in the sight of her. He hadn’t seen her in close to three months.


“Sorry I took so long.” Katie rushed into the courtroom, slightly out of breath. “I had to get out of the building to make the call. This courthouse is some sort of a signal-blocking fortress.”


“What did Peter say?” Lizzy’s face was placid, but Jack could see the strain in the corner of her eyes and the line of her lips. He fought against the impulse to pull her into his arms again. She’s got this.


“He agreed that the trial should proceed as long as you’re sure you can handle it,” Katie said.


“I can handle it.” Lizzy’s expression hovered between confidence and arrogance.


There you are. He swiped his hand over his mouth to hide his smile.


Then she looked between him and her colleague. “Did I introduce you guys?”


“No, you were kind of busy being passed out and all,” he joked even though he still wasn’t over his shock of seeing her go down like that.


“Katie, this is my friend, Jack Park. And, Jack, this is my associate and second chair, Katie Douglas.”


“Nice to meet you, Katie.” He extended his hand to her.


“Same to you, Jack.” Her gaze lingered on his face as though she were getting her first good look at him and liking what she saw. Other than an objective appreciation of her attractiveness, he didn’t feel a similar interest. It probably had something to do with his dream girl standing right next to him. But he was flattered when Katie held his hand a second longer than necessary.


“Anyway.” Lizzy stood abruptly from her chair. “I should go get something to eat.”


“Definitely. I’ll take you to lunch,” he offered without hesitation. But he couldn’t help wondering if he’d detected a hint of jealousy in Lizzy’s demeanor. Ha! Keep on dreaming, buddy. She’d firmly relegated him to the friend zone twenty years ago. “Would you like to join us, Katie?”


“Thank you,” she said with a rueful smile. “But I’m just going to grab a sandwich at the cafeteria and work on some cross-examination questions. You still want them by this evening, right?”


“Yes. That would be great.” Lizzy picked up her purse, then hesitated. “Maybe I should join you at the cafeteria.”


“No,” he interjected, shooting her associate an apologetic glance. Lizzy turned wide eyes to him, and he shrugged. “I’m getting you out of here for a couple of hours.”


“I agree with Jack. You need a proper break,” Katie said, and waved her hand around the courtroom. “This will all be waiting for you when you come back.”


“Thanks, Katie.” He smiled at her. “It was nice meeting you.”


When Lizzy still looked unsure, Jack took a firm hold of her arm and tugged her toward the doors. She badly needed a break, and he wasn’t taking no for an answer. But once they were out in the hallway, she walked beside him without the insistence of his hand.


“I feel so awful,” she whispered.


“About us going out to lunch without Katie?” he teased, hoping to make her smile.


“That, too. I guess.” One side of her mouth quirked up, but only for a second. “But mostly about having a panic attack in front of the jury during my opening statement.”


“Yeah. I bet.” False words of comfort wouldn’t do her any good right now. What happened was a big deal, and he would feel awful, too. “But I think it’s what you do from this point forward that matters the most. It’ll be easy to stand before the jury after what happened and allow embarrassment and insecurity to rule you. They will probably expect that. But you should surprise them. Go up there with even more confidence and strength.”


“You’re right.” She pivoted mid-step and wrapped her arms around his neck. His eyes slid shut as he held her close, and he did his damnedest not to breathe in the scent of her hair. “Thank you, Jack.”


“For what?” He reluctantly dropped his arms to his sides when she stepped back.


“For being here,” she said simply, her eyes wide and vulnerable.


His heart stuttered in his chest. In moments like these, he was almost content with just being her friend—someone she valued and trusted. Almost.


“I’ll always be here for you,” he promised, letting his gaze roam her face. Then he reached out and hooked his pinkie around hers—a gesture as old as their friendship.


“And I’ll be here for you.” Her lips curved softly as she wrapped her pinkie around his. Her smile warmed him down to his toes, and they walked out of the courthouse with their fingers still linked.


“Is there somewhere we can walk to?” He wanted to hold on to her a bit longer.


The city air smelled stale and musky, and the streets were congested with honking cars and people walking too fast, but the early-summer sun felt good against his face, and he was happy to be with Lizzy.


“There’s a nice restaurant two blocks from here.” She tugged him down the sidewalk by his pinkie. “It’ll be my treat.”


“I told you I’m taking you out to lunch.” He lightly bumped her shoulder. “It’s my treat to celebrate your first trial.”


“After this morning’s performance, it might turn out to be a disaster,” she muttered, worry staining her words.


He stopped her in the middle of the sidewalk—undeterred by the annoyed glances of their fellow pedestrians—and turned her to face him, his hands firmly on her shoulders. “We both know you won’t allow that to happen.”


She searched his face and tears filled her eyes, but she quickly blinked them away. “No, I won’t.”


“You got this, Lizzy Chung.” Jack gave her shoulders one last squeeze—wishing he could share the burden of her anxiety—then started down the road again. The best he could do was take her mind off her worries for a couple of hours. “I have no idea where we’re going, so lead the way.”


“How was your drive to LA?” She turned at a corner, and he followed.


“It wasn’t bad,” he said with a shrug, not mentioning that he drove down the night before. He wasn’t trying to keep his interview this morning a secret from her, but he didn’t want to say anything until things were certain.


The interview had gone well as far as he could tell, but that didn’t mean McBain Corporation would offer him the job. He was a thirty-year-old man applying for an entry-level business analyst position with no prior experience other than working at his family’s microbrewery. He was no doubt competing against a slew of kids fresh out of college with their young, pliable minds. But given the chance, he would work his ass off to exceed everyone’s expectations . . . even his own.


Lizzy would be excited at the prospect of him moving to Los Angeles and would support him no matter what, but talking about the interview would make things feel too real. He couldn’t help but hang his hope on getting the job—for the chance to discover his latent potential and thrive—but if he didn’t get it, it would be easier knowing he’d only disappointed himself.


“When are you driving back?” she asked a bit too casually.


He shot her an amused glance and answered her real question. “After I watch your opening statement.”


She flashed him a grateful smile, which quickly turned mischievous. “Don’t worry. It’ll be worth the extra traffic. It’s going to be better than Law & Order.”


“You don’t say?” He raised a skeptical eyebrow, reining in his grin. He was relieved to see Lizzy’s confidence restored even though she was probably putting on a brave face. Hopefully, she would be able to convince herself that she was going to kick ass by the end of their lunch.


“I do.” She fluttered her fingers in a subtle version of jazz hands, and tender affection rushed through him. What should rightfully be cringeworthy was rendered adorable when committed by her. “Prepare to be dazzled.”


Jack chuckled, darting a glance at her smiling face. Little did she know that she had always dazzled him.









CHAPTER TWO


“Has the jury reached a verdict?” Judge Reiner swiveled his chair toward the jury box.


“Yes, Your Honor.” The foreperson’s voice rang with the excitement of someone who was nearly done with her jury duty.


Lizzy clenched and unclenched her hands beneath the table. Seven days of trial on less than four hours of sleep a night all came down to this single moment. She inhaled through her nose and subtly exhaled through her mouth. When she heard a small whimper from beside her, she snuck a quick peek at her associate, but Katie’s expression remained calm and professional. Reassured that the younger attorney would retain her composure, she focused on her own.


Her blood was pounding in her ears, but she had taken a full dose of her anxiety medication this morning, so the walls refrained from closing in on her. Even so, she kept up with her deep breathing while she waited for the verdict to be delivered.


“The jury finds in favor of Defendant Jubilee Toy Company on all counts.”


Heady relief filled Lizzy, and she took in a lungful of air that even her deep breathing couldn’t quite achieve before. After a quick round of housekeeping, the trial was officially over. They had won. But the thrill of the win that the other trial lawyers spoke of wasn’t there. Shouldn’t she be doing cartwheels in her head? Maybe it hadn’t sunk in yet. She did feel a bit numb.


Before the odd sense of disappointment could take root, Lizzy smiled at Katie and extended her hand to her. “Congratulations. You did an incredible job.”


“Congratulations to you, too. You were amazing,” her associate replied, pumping her hand enthusiastically.


“Please make sure Michael interviews as many of the jurors as he can,” she said, holding back a wince. She didn’t relish giving the younger attorney more work even before the high of the win wore off. “Let’s find out what made them rule in our favor.”


“He’s already on it,” Katie said with a deservedly smug smile.


Lizzy laughed lightly. “You’re the best.”


She turned toward the plaintiff’s table, but her opposing counsel refused to meet her eyes. Keeping her head resolutely lowered to the table, Carol Monty haphazardly stacked her files and forced them into her briefcase with short, jerky movements. Lizzy watched her for a moment and came to a decision. She didn’t want to end the trial on yet another antagonistic note. The solo practitioner did an admirable job on the trial. They didn’t have to hug it out and become social media buddies, but she wasn’t going to let her go without at least shaking her hand.


Carol at last shouldered her briefcase and headed past her. When Lizzy reached out a hand to stop her, her opposing counsel shot her a bitter glance and nearly snarled at her. “I’ll see you at appeals.”


“Ms. Monty,” Lizzy called after her quickly retreating back, but Carol didn’t bother turning around. So much for an amicable end to the trial.


“Don’t let her get to you,” Katie said, having witnessed the brief exchange. “Hopefully, we’ll be seeing a lot less of her for a while.”


“I know, but I just don’t see the need for all the personal animosity. Being a lawyer is hard enough as it is.” Lizzy sighed and gathered up her purse and rolling briefcase.


They walked out of the courthouse together into the warm summer afternoon. With the trial, she hadn’t seen much sun in the last couple of weeks. She squinted against the cheery glare, resisting the urge to block the light with her hands like a vampire. She dug in her purse for her sunglasses and her cell phone.


“I’ll call the client, and you call Peter,” she said as they headed toward the parking structure. They had driven in together for the verdict. “They must be dying to hear from us.”


“On it,” Katie said.


When her associate was gesturing exuberantly with her free hand as she spoke into the phone, Lizzy snuck a moment to text Jack.




Lizzy: We won.


Jack: What? Where are the exclamation marks?


Jack: Congratulations!!!


Jack: I knew you’d win after that opening statement. Better than Law & Order.





Jack’s texts arrived in quick succession, making her smile.




Lizzy: Thanks, Jack. I just wanted to let you know. Now I have to go and do lawyerly stuff.


Jack: Ok. I’m proud of you, Lizzy.





Her cheeks flushed with pleasure, and her heart pumped warmth through her. Sharing the news with her best friend made her happier than the actual win. Still smiling, she dialed the number for Jubilee Toy Company. Their HR director, Gloria, was supposed to be in court for the verdict, but she’d canceled at the last minute, saying the suspense would be too much for her. When Lizzy delivered the good news, Gloria was thrilled about the win, but she was more relieved than anything that the case was finally over. Lizzy couldn’t agree more with the sentiment.


Even though they’d won, it still would’ve been better to settle the case months earlier. It didn’t help that they had an unreasonable Plaintiff—who was fueled by an unreasonable Plaintiff’s counsel—but her firm could’ve pushed a little harder for settlement. Alas, trials were what brought in the big bucks. The powers that be at her law firm didn’t have the incentive to do more than what they’d already done.


Lizzy shook her head to disperse her bitter thoughts. The trial was over, and they’d won the damn thing. If anything, she should be ecstatic that she could finally get some sleep without jolting awake at three in the morning, thinking she forgot to file a crucial exhibit. Fun times.


“Peter wants to celebrate,” Katie squealed. “He said to meet him at Skyline for drinks right now.”


“It’s barely two in the afternoon,” Lizzy said, already thinking about all the work she had to catch up on. But she sighed when she saw her associate’s wide, pleading eyes. Way to be a wet blanket, Lizzy. When had she become this boring workaholic? “No, scratch that. It’s never too early for free alcohol. Let’s go.”


They crossed the street, dodging an SUV making an aggressive right turn as soon as the WALK signal started blinking, and headed to the parking structure. She and Katie both forgot where they’d parked that morning, but they were in agreement that it was somewhere on the third level. Lizzy had to do that thing where she kept pushing the lock button on her key to find her car by sound. She liked her BMW, but playing Marco Polo was much more fun in a pool full of people.


Their drive back to the office took less time than locating her misplaced car. She pushed her sunglasses to the top of her head as she drove down to the underground parking. After handing her keys to the valet, she and Katie made their way to Skyline, a trendy bar and restaurant on the seventy-fourth floor of their office building.


A wistful smile lit Lizzy’s face as they walked into the restaurant. The sharp, modern lines of the black-and-gray interior and the floor-to-ceiling windows with the panoramic view of Los Angeles made Skyline feel like a special destination even though it was only a few floors above her law firm. If she didn’t have to eat lunch at her desk most days to meet her billable-hour requirement, she would probably come here more often.


Lizzy took a quick glance around as they stepped up to the hostess stand. It looked like they’d beat Peter to the restaurant.


“Hello, ladies,” the hostess greeted them warmly. “Here for a late lunch?”


“That and for celebratory drinks,” Katie said, bouncing on her heels.


“Wonderful. What’s the occasion?” she asked, leading them to their table.


“We just won a trial.” Her associate’s excitement bubbled over, and she squeed a little.


“Shut the front door.” The hostess’s polish gave way to real surprise. “That is so exciting. Congratulations.”


“Thank you,” Katie gushed.


Lizzy smiled politely, feeling disquieted by her own lack of excitement. She was certainly glad they’d won the trial, but she should be bursting with pride. Well, she’d always been shy about tooting her own horn. “Peter from our office will be joining us.”


“Of course. He’s the tall gentleman with salt-and-pepper hair and horn-rimmed glasses, right?” When Lizzy nodded, the hostess said, “I’ll show him to your table when he arrives.”


They were seated at one of the coveted tables by the floor-to-ceiling windows. The air quality was actually decent today, so they were able to see all the way to the Hollywood sign. The expansive view was a welcome change after spending days in a windowless courtroom. Lizzy felt some of the tension from the trial draining out of her.


“Lizzy.” Peter walked up to their table with his arms opened wide. She stood to receive his hug. “Fantastic job on the trial. Congratulations.”


“Thank you,” she said with a wide smile.


“And great job to you, too, Katie.” He folded her into a quick hug as well.


Once all the hugs were meted out, he took a seat and signaled for a server. “Let’s get the champagne flowing.”


Other than the milk she’d added to her tea, Lizzy hadn’t consumed anything with calories all day. So when the toasts were made and the champagne imbibed, the alcohol shot straight to her head. Before she could get tipsy, she put down her glass and bit into a bruschetta. The bright flavors of the fresh tomatoes and ribbons of basil burst in her mouth, making her realize how hungry she was. She reached eagerly for some fried calamari next. The salty, savory goodness drew a sigh out of her.


“Is it me, or does champagne make everything taste better?” she asked, piling her plate with more food.


“I think that’s sweet victory you’re tasting,” Peter teased. “Are you ready for your walk of glory?”


News of their win had probably reached the entire law firm by now, so she and Katie would be showered with congratulations and praise when they returned to the office. Some of it might even be genuine. Lizzy intended to be gracious and appreciative, but she mostly wanted to get it out of the way. Other than the moment she’d had with Jack over text messages, an odd heaviness had hung over her since the verdict.


“I can follow you from behind, throwing confetti in the air,” Katie chimed in, her cheeks rosy from the champagne.


“Not a chance,” Lizzy scoffed, bringing her thoughts back to the celebration at hand. “You’re walking right next to me. You deserve as much glory as I do.”


The younger attorney’s eyes widened when she saw that Lizzy was dead serious. Not many attorneys went out of their way to share the credit for a job well done. That wasn’t how they made partner. The all-consuming climb toward partnership wasn’t something Lizzy took lightly, but she also refused to be a glory hog. She wanted to retain at least a part of her soul in her quest for success.


Peter graciously paid the check, congratulating them once more, and told them to take their time going back to the office. Lizzy refrained from rolling her eyes. Just barely. When an equity partner hurried back to work, lowly associates didn’t linger over finger foods. As they left the restaurant together, he placed a hand on her arm and let Katie walk a little ahead of them.


“This win certainly is a step in the right direction, but you need to be a rainmaker to be seriously considered for a partnership,” he said in a low voice. “I want you to convince Jubilee Toy Company to sign a retainer with us. Since they are no doubt happy with the results of the case, you should be able to seal the deal with some savvy persuasion.”


“Of course.” Rainmakers brought in the clients—and the clients brought in the money. The muscles that had finally started relaxing on her shoulders bunched right back up. “Thank you so much for the advice.”


“You know I’m on your side. I’m rooting for you to make partner. I just need you to go the extra mile to stack up the odds in your favor.”


“I understand.” Peter was a good mentor. She should take his advice to heart. But the past five years had been all about going the extra mile for her. What if she was like a car that puttered out when the mileage got too high?


The three of them rode the elevator down together, but Peter didn’t get off at the main floor with her and Katie. “I’m going straight to my office. This is your moment.”


“Thank you for celebrating with us,” Lizzy said as the elevator doors closed.


“Congratulations,” her assistant shouted from across the hallway. Maria wasn’t purely motivated by excitement. She was announcing to everyone on the floor that the victors have returned.


“Woo-hoo!” Their receptionist shook her fists high above her head.


Attorneys and staff soon crowded the reception area to congratulate them on their win. Lizzy was already a bit light-headed from the champagne, and thanking and hugging all the well-wishers left her head swimming. Despite the overwhelming fanfare, she couldn’t help noticing Ashley’s conspicuous absence, and the sense of wrongness shadowing her grew darker.


When the crowd finally dispersed, she headed to her office, looking forward to some quiet after a whirlwind of a day. She was tempted to close her office door, but she didn’t want to seem antisocial or snooty on the day of their win. Sinking into her chair, Lizzy leaned her head back and swiveled to face the window. She would eventually have to go through the hundreds of unread emails and play catch-up on all the other cases she’d had to neglect—just thinking about it made breathing a touch more difficult—but not yet. She’d earned a brief reprieve.


“Lizzy.”


She spun her chair around at the sound of Ashley’s voice coming from the doorway. Her heart fell seeing that the bright smile on her friend’s face didn’t quite reach her eyes.


“Congratulations. Not only did you try your first case but you won. What an accomplishment. The partners are sure to take notice.”


“Thank you, Ashley,” she said warily. She hated that they had to be this way. “It’s only a matter of time before I’m congratulating you on the same.”


She huffed a laugh that was jagged with bitterness. “Only if I’m as lucky as you are.”


The not-so-subtle belittling of her hard work as luck stiffened Lizzy’s spine. She hadn’t realized Ashley had a mean streak in her. “What are you talking about?”


“This case would’ve been mine if I hadn’t gone on leave for appendicitis.” Ashley took a few more steps into her office and lowered her voice to a bristling whisper. “I would’ve gotten to work with Peter, who actually wants to support your career. Tracy is so preoccupied with her divorce that she couldn’t care less about whether I made partner or not.”


“I didn’t take this case from you. It came in hot, and someone had to jump in right away. That’s why it was reassigned to me.” Ashley’s animosity bewildered Lizzy. Yes, they had been awkward and distant toward each other, but things had never gotten nasty. “I thought I was helping you out by taking the case off your plate while you were recovering.”


“You could’ve given the case back to me when I returned,” she accused.


“That wasn’t my decision to make. And how could I have known you wanted this case back? You never asked.” Lizzy spread out her hands, imploring her to be reasonable.


Ashley paused as though she was searching for a response. In the end, she scoffed, giving Lizzy a hostile glare. “Never mind. I knew you wouldn’t understand.”


Before Lizzy could respond to that last bit of unfair accusation, Ashley spun on her heels and stormed out of the office. Lizzy stared at her retreating back, trying to come to terms with the revelation. She had naively thought the mad dash to make partner had put a temporary strain on their friendship and that they could close the rift between them someday. She didn’t know Ashley was filled with pent-up animosity and resentment toward her over a case she thought should’ve been hers. It hurt to think that their friendship was something that could be callously cast aside over a jealous grudge.


Carol Monty’s angry snarl, Peter’s well-meaning advice to go the extra mile, Ashley’s hateful accusations . . . The events of the day crashed into Lizzy and sent her mind reeling. The familiar sensation of blood draining from her fingertips washed over her, and her heart rate kicked up several notches. She had to get out of there. Grabbing her cell phone and purse with shaky hands, she nearly stumbled out of her office.


“Heading home early?” the receptionist called out. “I don’t blame you one bit.”


Lizzy managed a small smile and waved weakly as she passed the reception desk. Although it wouldn’t make the elevator come any faster, she pressed the down button several times in quick succession. She didn’t think she could manage a normal conversation if anyone were to catch her. Her breathing was uneven, and she was trembling from head to toe. Luckily, the doors opened to an empty elevator, and she stepped inside.


Once she made it to her car, she unlocked the door and slid into the driver’s seat. She pressed her forehead against the steering wheel and breathed, letting her thoughts come and go like boxes chugging down a conveyor belt. Her thoughts couldn’t hurt her if she didn’t allow them to. She intentionally acknowledged them, accepted the accompanying emotions, and let them go.


She didn’t know how long she sat in her car like that, but when her breathing evened out and her limbs felt solid, she started her car and maneuvered it onto the road. On a day like this, there was only one place she wanted to be.


Accounting Fun Day meant Jack got to spend his entire morning holed up in his bedroom, which doubled as his office, and play with numbers. He typed the last amount into the accounting software and hit Enter. A satisfied smile stretched across his face, and he leaned back from the monitor with his fingers threaded behind his head. Weldon Brewery’s accounting was done for the month, and the numbers looked good.


He sat back up and generated the pertinent financial reports, which confirmed that the brewery was indeed performing well. Numbers were his friends. They were infallible and infinite. Working with them made him feel warm and fuzzy, especially when they shared good news.


Too soon, his math-induced euphoria burst like a soap bubble. While numbers were infinite, his prospects were dismally finite . . . at least while he remained in Weldon. It was a lovely, small town in California, nestled in the outer edges of the Sierra Nevada. Their downtown thrived with eclectic independent stores, but none were in need of a business analyst with a math degree.


It wasn’t that he disliked working at the brewery. Joining the family business had been exciting at first. His family had desperately needed his affinity for numbers and technology to wrangle in the financial aspect of the brewery. But Weldon Brewery was a well-oiled machine now, and he had to wear many hats—none that fit right—just to stay useful.


The walls of his bedroom seemed to close in on him. He hadn’t heard anything back on his interview, but he wasn’t ready to give up hope yet. He couldn’t. The hope of getting that job was the only thing anchoring him these days. McBain did say it might be a while before they got back to him. He was one of the first people they interviewed, and they had a long list of candidates to interview after him. Yeah, hope lives on.


The job in Los Angeles was an entry-level position, but there was ample room for growth. He wanted to tap into his potential and see how high he could fly. The challenge called to him, and something heady buzzed through his veins. Excitement. He wondered how it would feel to wake up every morning, excited to work toward a goal all his own. Damn, he wanted that job.


And Lizzy was there. What would it be like to live close to her? So close they could bump into each other unexpectedly and one thing could lead to another. . . . When his pulse picked up pace, he corrected the course of his thoughts.


Jack knew she’d win the trial. Her opening statement had blown him away. She was articulate without being stuffy, intelligent without sounding arrogant, and wickedly funny at just the right moment. If he’d been on the jury, he would’ve believed everything she said. He was 98 percent sure that it wasn’t his decades-long crush on her that colored his opinion.


Suddenly restless, he pushed away from his desk and got to his feet. Crush or no crush, Lizzy wasn’t the reason he wanted to move to Los Angeles. He needed to do it for himself. Besides, she was too busy with her work and doing whatever else overachievers like her did—which probably included dating fellow overachievers—to spend much time with him.


He might as well go into the brewery early. Hopefully, there was something for him to fix or tinker with. He put on his handyman hat and grabbed his car keys. He was halfway to the brewery when his phone rang.


The screen read MOM. In all caps. Because his mom was the boss and deserved to be thought of in all caps.


He thumbed the answer button on his steering wheel. “Yes, Mother?”


“Where are you?” she asked without preamble.


“In my car. On my way to the brewery.”


“Oh, good. Then you can go to market for me.”


“Sure. What did you need?” He’d just passed the turn that would take him to the market, so he made a U-turn at the next street. He switched his handyman hat for the errand-boy hat. It was disquieting how relieved he was to have work to do.


“Your dad”—her words held a world of frustration—“got red onions instead of yellow onions.”


“The yellow onions weren’t fresh,” his dad interjected from the background, loudly enough to be heard over the phone. “We can’t serve the customers something that isn’t fresh.”


“I thought Dad was retired. What’s he doing back in the kitchen?” Jack pulled into Nature Mart’s parking lot.


“Driving me crazy,” his mom muttered. “Can you imagine serving onion stacks made with red onions?”


“Don’t worry, Mom,” he said, holding back his laugh. “I’ll pick up the yellow onions. How much do you need?”


“Just a box to hold us over,” she said with a sigh, her ire sputtering out.


“Okay. I’ll see you soon.” He stepped out of his car and hurried inside the market. The sooner he delivered the onions, the sooner his parents would stop bickering.


He scanned the small market and found the person he was looking for. “Betty, please tell me you have an extra box of yellow onions in the back. I would hate to clean out your perfect display.”
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