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A snake to the face


Zoey


My cousin was lucky she was an entire state away and that murder was illegal.


“Inez,” I said with the last of my patience. “I need you to take the hysteria down about eight notches. I can’t help you when you’re incoherently wailing.”


“Why do you sound like you’re in a cave?” Inez demanded, temporarily forgetting whatever drama had caused her to call me in a panic. “Holy shit, Zoey! Are you trapped in an actual cave?”


I would have rolled my eyes, but seeing as how I was belly down exploring the nether region under my bed, the effort would have been wasted. “Yes, Inez,” I said dryly. “I’m trapped in a cave but I’m so selfless I didn’t want to bother you with my life-­threatening situation when you called.”


“Oh my God!” My gullible cousin’s screech through the speaker made my ears want to bleed. “Okay, drop me a pin, and I’ll send the Mounties or whoever climbs into caves to rescue people.”


“For the love of God. I’m not spelunking. I’m under my bed looking for a boot. Call off the Mounties, who are Canadian by the way. I’m in Pennsylvania.” I continued to scan the dark abyss beneath the lodge’s king-­size bed with my phone’s flashlight.


So that’s where my fuzzy knee socks went.


“You’re sure you’re not trapped in a cave about to be eaten by bats?”


“Positive.” Aha! I spotted the missing Stuart Weitzman boot wedged between the rustic nightstand and bed leg. It cost me a strained neck muscle and a bump on the head to wrestle it free.


“Good. So back to me then. Where am I going to liiive?”


We Moodys were a dramatic people.


“Here’s a thought,” I said as I inched my way out from under the bed. “Why don’t you keep staying in my apartment? You know. The one-­bedroom, third-­floor walk-­up that I generously sublet to you while I temporarily moved to Teeny Hallmarkville. Are you giving up on your modeling-­slash-­catering career already?”


Inez had moved to Manhattan with dreams of launching a topless catering company. But as she put it, like an artsy topless catering company. The last I’d heard, she was only serving cold passed appetizers after an unfortunate incident with hot tomato soup.


Out of breath and massaging my sore neck, I threw myself onto the mattress and surveyed the disaster masquerading as my hotel room. Piles of clean and dirty laundry vied for floor space. My “work stuff”—­a.k.a. my laptop and several small paperwork explosions—­spilled across the bed and occupied the tiny two-­person table under the room’s expansive lake-view window. The small closet had experienced a clothing apocalypse, and now the doors no longer closed.


Living and working in a hotel room for an extended period of time wasn’t nearly as glamorous as I’d hoped. And even with the generous discount the lodge had given me, it was still expensive as hell. Something I was freshly and painfully aware of.


I’d been a few weeks late on my monthly peek at my finances only to realize I’d reached the bottom of my savings account. Drastic measures were called for to survive until my agent percentage of my only client’s advance came through on publication of her book…in seven weeks.


“That’s just it, Zoey. You don’t have an apartment anymore,” Inez whined as I held my leg aloft and shoved my foot into the boot.


“You didn’t accept any edibles from the baker on the seventh floor and gamble my apartment away in the building poker game, did you? I warned you. Madame Reneski is a card shark. She’s been banned from four casinos in Las Vegas.”


“What? No! I only lost your Chanel sweater to her.”


“You better not mean my red Chanel sweater, or I will murder you at the family reunion.”


“Zoey, will you please focus? I’m trying to tell you our apartment isn’t an apartment anymore. It’s a condo.”


I sprang into a seated position like a curly-­haired jack-­in-­the-­box. “What did you say?”


“The building is going condo. They said you have thirty days to buy your place or get our stuff out.”


“Who said, Inez?” I demanded.


“I don’t know, Zoey. The people who sent all the notices and spoke at the building meeting a couple weeks ago.”


I slapped a hand to my forehead. “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?”


“I thought I did. Didn’t I?”


As someone who had endured being labeled as “flighty” for most of my life, I’d always found the romance novel industry’s label “too stupid to live” a little harsh. Until this moment.


“No,” I countered. “You told me when that hairy guy you met at Pilates clogged my shower drain and when you thought you saw the winner of RuPaul’s Drag Race buying hot dogs at Quick Stop.”


“Oh. Yeah no. This was way before that. Maybe I told a different cousin?”


“You know what, Inez? I’m going to call you back.” I disconnected before I could give in to the raging impulse to insult her.





The alarm on my phone jangled irritably with my two-­minute warning of my appointment with Hazel.


“Damn it,” I muttered, snatching a reasonably clean blazer off one of the chairs by the window and dialing another number.


“Zoey! So nice to hear from you. What did your dumbass cousin do now?” Mrs. Newville was an eighty-­something-­year-­old retired Broadway star turned amateur food critic who lived across the hall from me in Manhattan.


“She didn’t tell me the building was going condo.”


There was a weighty pause. “Well, shit.”


“How can this happen?” I demanded, shoving my arm through the sleeve of the blazer.


“Building owner got his hand caught in some pyramid-real-estate-scheme cookie jar and went to prison. The new owner decided she didn’t want to deal with rentals and went the condo route. You know you’ve only got thirty days, right?”


“Thirty days to decide whether I’m going to buy my place?” I asked hopefully as I slicked on a coat of my second favorite lip gloss. I’d misplaced my first favorite a week ago and hadn’t remembered to order a new tube. Which I wouldn’t be doing now due to the aforementioned financial shit fest.


“Thirty days to close or get the hell out,” Mrs. Newville corrected.


“Well, shit,” I muttered. There was a cheery knock at my door. I vaulted over last night’s dinner tray and flung it open.


Hazel, my best friend and only client, stood there looking all smug, glowy, and in love. Her long chestnut hair was pulled back in a swingy ponytail, her thick fringe of bangs accenting her glasses. The scruffy dog at her feet gave me what I considered to be a judgmental look. Meetcute was a medium-­size black-­and-­white ball of wiry floof that had been part of last summer’s grand gesture apology-proposal from Campbell Bishop, Hazel’s soon-­to-­be-­husband.


The dog pawed at my boots like they were a rawhide chew. I waved them in and tried to keep some distance between my prized boots and Meetcute’s mouth full of tiny razor-­sharp teeth. It wasn’t that I didn’t like animals. I just preferred to appreciate them from a respectful distance. Away from their teeth, claws, fur, and slobber.


“I’m texting you the link,” Mrs. Newville said. “Be warned, the asking price ain’t for the faint of heart.”


“Thanks for the heads-­up. Are you staying?” I couldn’t imagine the building or New York without her.


She snorted. “At that price? Fuck no. I’m moving to Portugal with my new boyfriend. Listen, I gotta go. I’m meeting a VP of finance and two nuns for karaoke. Ta-­ta, kid!”


I could live to be two hundred and still wouldn’t have a life as interesting as hers.


“Bye, Mrs. Newville,” I said morosely.


This couldn’t be happening. This wasn’t part of the triumphant comeback I’d been working toward since my unceremonious firing last year. This was a monumental setback.


“How is our favorite broad of Broadway?” Hazel asked, letting Meetcute off the leash when I disconnected the call.


The adorable terror immediately nosedived into my dirty laundry with an ecstatic groan.


“Moving to Portugal. Which might be my next destination depending on the cost of living.” I clicked on the text link from Mrs. Newville, violently scrolled, then fervently wished I could reverse the clock to a happier, less homeless time in my life. Even at my previous Literary Agent with a Stable of High-­Earning Clients Zoey peak, I couldn’t have afforded to buy my own apartment. Down to One Client and Living on Dwindling Savings Zoey was fucked…and not in the good way. “Damn it!”


“What’s wrong?” Hazel asked, clearing the stack of mail off one of the dining chairs and sitting.


“My cousin—­”


“Topless caterer, hippie innkeeper, or biochemist that raises alpacas?” she cut in.


“The bucket-of-hair-for-brains caterer subletting my apartment just informed me that the building is going condo and I have thirty days to buy or get out.”





Hazel did her best not to look gleeful. It wasn’t fooling me one bit.


I pointed an accusing finger at her. “Stop it.”


“Stop what?” she asked, brown eyes going wide with feigned innocence.


“Stop gloating.”


“I’m not gloating. Meetcute, am I gloating?”


The dog looked up from the sock he was mauling and cocked his head thoughtfully.


“I have options,” I insisted.


“Of course you do.”


“I could buy the place.” If I robbed several banks or discovered a wealthy deceased relative I didn’t know existed who had left me everything in their will. But that would probably take more than thirty days. “Or I could find a new place in the city. Maybe move to the Village. Or New Jersey. Or maybe I’ll find a place with…roommates.” I congratulated myself on not choking on the words.


“Sure,” she said as she organized my untidy paperwork into piles.


“Don’t get comfortable. I’m ready to go,” I warned.


“You sure about that?” Hazel asked innocently as she paged through my research on the table and held up a printout. The craggy, irritated face of author Earl Wiggens, my white whale, stared back at me. He was more of a dick than Moby Dick, but if I could land him as a client, my financial woes would turn into whees.


I snatched the paper out of her hand and stuffed it into my oversize tote. “Positive. Do I need a coat?”


Early spring in eastern Pennsylvania was mercurial at best, and it was impossible to gauge the early April temperature and wind speed through my room’s window.


Hazel remained seated and looked pointedly at my tote bag. “Earl Wiggens is an old-­school misogynist asshole. He once told me at a cocktail party that romance novels are ‘unrealistic drivel’ because women can’t have multiple orgasms. He’s never had a female agent because he believes they’re genetically inferior. You’ll need a coat. And you could move here.”


I shot her a dirty look.


The second Hazel had officially gotten engaged to broody contractor Cam, she’d become hell-­bent on convincing me that Story Lake was the perfect place to rebuild my literary agent empire.


“Haze, I’m glad you’ve embraced small-­town, ‘everybody knows your name’ life. Love that for you, blah blah blah. But I can’t poach New York Times bestselling shitheads from narcissistic buffoons like your ex-­husband and the rest of my former colleagues if I’m living hours away in a tiny town that voted for the slogan Towny McLake Face. Agents have to live places where book things happen.”


She scoffed. “Please. Ninety-­five percent of your job can be done from home these days. Most agents don’t even commute to an office anymore. Think of how much money you’d save moving here for just a year.” She rose and placed her hands on my shoulders. “Think of the closet space you could have here.”


This was the problem with best friends. They knew exactly which buttons to push. As a proud and devoted clothes whore, most of my fantasies involved spacious closets. One of the only things New York could not provide in my price range.


“I’ll weigh my options,” I promised.


Yes, an extended stay in Story Lake was an option. But it felt like accepting failure. I wasn’t made for small-­town life. I was a busy, successful Manhattanite…or at least I had been. And I would claw my way back if necessary. I just needed to survive the next few months, launch Hazel’s book into the stratosphere, and land the moderately gross Earl Wiggens as a client. Easy-­peasy.


“Now can we please leave?” I asked. “You have paperback orders to sign, and we need to strategize preorder details.”


“Sure. But you do know you’re not wearing pants, don’t you?”


“Shit!”





After I remedied the pants situation with a pair of cute tailored shorts over patterned tights and wrestled my favorite bra out of Meetcute’s jaws, we headed downstairs. Story Lake Lodge sat on the quiet tree-­lined eastern shore of the lake. It was a rustic three-­story building outfitted with black board and batten siding and green metal roofs. Two wings angled out on each side toward the rocky shoreline.


When I’d first set up camp here, there had been entire weeks when I was the lodge’s only tenant. But thanks in large part to the public’s interest in Hazel’s real-­life happily ever after, both the lodge and town were seeing a boost in book-­loving tourists. There were even a handful of readers who had inexplicably decided to make Story Lake their new permanent home.


We exited the elevator into the chaos of the sunny lobby.


“Whoa,” I said, dodging the end of a roll of shimmery tulle that innkeeper and head chef Hana carried over her tattooed shoulder.


“Sorry, Zo. Wedding prep,” she called as her long legs carried her past us.


Two burly men jogged after her, pushing carts stacked with trays of jingling glassware.


Billie, Hana’s wife and business partner, waved to us with her elbow from the front desk, where she had two phones to her ears and was using aggressive head nodding to point a delivery guy toward the lobby bar.


I waved back and nearly fell on my ass when a woman with flushed cheeks and manic happiness in her eyes cut in front of me. She was wearing an oversize sweatshirt that said BRIDE #2.


“Ohmygod,” she said in a starry-­eyed rush. “It’s really you. I mean, I knew you lived here. That’s why we—­me and my almost wife, yay!—­decided to get married here. We came up from Maryland for Winter Fest and the Ultimate Bingo Championship to basically stalk you and ended up falling in love with the town, so we booked the lodge for our wedding, which is this weekend. You should totally come! We love you!”





Bride #2 said all this in one breath over my head to my significantly taller, more famous best friend.


I took an agent-­y beat to make sure the bubbly bride posed no physical threat to Hazel before reluctantly taking the dog’s leash and stepping out of the way.


“You’re getting married here? Me too! Congratulations,” Hazel squealed.


“OMG I’m getting married in the same venue as Hazel Freaking Hart?”


The octave change had Meetcute whimpering pathetically. I took pity on him and headed out the front doors into the sunny but chilly spring day.


The dog sniffled and snuffled his way down the sidewalk as if he had important business to attend to. “Oh God. Please don’t poop. Please don’t poop,” I chanted to the gods of animal defecation until Hazel joined us a minute later. “That’s one excited bride,” I said, gratefully hurling the leash at her.


“Adorable, right? Fair warning. I’m going to be totally insufferable for my wedding,” she said dreamily.


Meetcute executed a tight circle on the grass and squatted.


Ha. Thank you, poop gods! At least one thing went my way today. “I have no doubt. I’d be disappointed if you weren’t. How is Cam handling the wedding planning?”


She unfurled a doggy poop bag out of the fancy dispenser clipped to the leash. “He’s surprisingly opinionated on the food, the flowers, and the invitations.”


“What’s he say about the dress?”


Hazel’s smile was sly despite the fact that she was cleaning up crap. Love did strange things to people. “He said it has to be easy to remove.”


I sighed. “If I didn’t love you so much, I’d probably hate you.”


“I get that,” she said smugly.


“How’s writing going?”


She winced. “I’m still feeling out the characters.”


That was code for doing more online shopping than actual writing.





“You know the only thing better for a comeback than a bestselling book is—­”


“I know. I know. Two bestselling books.”


“What are you hung up on?”


“I don’t know. I guess I just don’t know who they are yet. Which means I don’t know why they can’t be together.”


“Tell Cam you need him to step up the inspiration,” I suggested.


“Oh, he did. This morning. In the kitchen,” Hazel said with the creepy self-­satisfied smile of a woman who had orgasmed on her kitchen countertop.


“Love is so unhygienic.”


We decided to walk to the bookstore. It gave Meetcute a chance to pee on every tree we passed. And it gave me the chance not to break all my fingernails gripping the door handle while Hazel navigated the half-­mile trip in the used Suburban Cam had bought her. Her driving was improving. Slowly. The sheer size of the SUV ensured her safety behind the wheel, but the same couldn’t be said for the town’s curbs and the neighbors’ recycling bins.


The sun was bright in the cloudless blue sky and sparkled off the last vestiges of snow lining Lake Drive. Green spears of daffodils and crocus plants poked their heads up, promising beauty and warmth soon. New beginnings. Fresh starts.


Yep. Everyone was enjoying a new chapter. Mine was just a bit less triumphant than everyone else’s. Losing my apartment was the latest metaphorical squirt of lemon juice in the eyeballs of a downward spiral of failures.


“So guess who was sitting on the breakfast table this morning eating cat food when Cam and I got up?” Hazel said, adjusting the leash she had clipped to her belt because she was the type of person who had dog leashes that clipped to her belt now.


“I’m going to guess DeWalt.” DeWalt was Hazel’s pudgy orange cat that kept her company on her desk while she wrote. And by kept her company, I meant spread his girthy body across her keyboard, inserting meaningless characters into her manuscript.


“DeWalt and Bertha,” she announced as Meetcute trotted into the woods in search of the perfect stick to carry to town.


Hazel had purchased her pink monstrosity of a house in a moment of panic from a less-­than-­accurate online auction only to discover that it was in a serious state of disrepair…and home to a large kinda-sorta-domesticated raccoon. I liked to think of Bertha as a combination of Liam Neeson and reverse Houdini. She had a special set of skills that allowed her to get back inside the house no matter how many raccoon-­proofing measures Cam took.


“This is going to send Cam back down the rabbit hole again, isn’t it?” I teased.


“I believe you mean the raccoon hole. And he was already on the phone with his brothers, discussing some surveillance tactics.”


“That sounds like inspiration for book two.”


“Ugh. We’ll see. Writing’s hard, but I really don’t want to get a real job.”


“You wrote a whole book inspired by you and Cam. Maybe you just need to find a new couple to inspire you?” I suggested.


“That’s not a terrible idea. No wonder I keep you around.”


Meetcute bounced out of the woods with a medium-­size tree limb clamped in his teeth. He proudly smacked me in the shins with it.


“Aww! Cutie! What a good job,” Hazel crooned.


“Ouch. Yes, very athletic of you. This won’t impede our walk at all,” I said, giving him a grudging pat on the head. He dissolved in joyful full-­body wriggles without dropping the stick.


We continued on in the direction of town. As we approached, Hazel gestured toward the nondescript mailbox with a wooden placard that read bishop. “Levi’s making progress on his manuscript. He’s taking it pretty seriously. He’s only let me read a few chapters, but they’re good. If you’re interested, I could get you a copy once his first draft is done.”





“If I haven’t worn down Earl Wiggens by the time Levi’s ready, I’ll take a look,” I promised.


Hazel wrinkled her nose. “Seriously, what do you want with that old-­school, ‘back in my day men were men and women made dinner’ geezer?”


“That bestselling geezer hasn’t missed the New York Times hardback list in his last fifteen releases,” I pointed out. “Besides, once we launch your book to the top of the charts and I poach another bestseller from my old firm, I’ll have officially won at life.”


“Thirsty for Vengeance Zoey is one of my favorite Zoeys. But you know what I’d say if you were my heroine.”


“I’m nobody’s heroine,” I insisted.


Hazel brought her hand to her heart. “I’d be the gorgeous and talented best friend who would point out to the gorgeous and talented heroine that vengeance isn’t the most rewarding quest in life.”


“Oh really? What is?”


“Love,” she said dramatically.


“Well then, it’s a good thing this is real life and not one of your books so I don’t have to listen to you.”


Just then, a shadow fell over us. Meetcute’s googly eyes went even wider, and he dropped the stick to bark ferociously at what lurked above us.


“Damn it, Goose,” Hazel said, glaring up at the bald eagle that had landed on a bare tree branch over our heads. I still wasn’t used to the fact that this town just happened to have its own bald eagle. In New York, all we had were pigeons. This bird was huge and maybe just the slightest bit majestic. He was also an absolute menace. If one could have an animal nemesis, Goose was mine. He’d greeted us on our arrival to Story Lake by hitting Hazel in the head and dumping a giant dead fish in my lap. I was still emotionally scarred.


“Do not shit on us,” I ordered in my best authoritative voice.


“Do not eat my dog,” Hazel said.


“Yeah, don’t do that either,” I added quickly.





“Is that something in his talons?” Hazel asked, cocking her head.


Meetcute paused his barking for a beat and mimicked her head tilt.


I squinted up. There was definitely something moving against the knobby gray bark of the oak tree. Something long and thin.


I swear to God, the bird looked me dead in the eye as he spread his massive wings.


“Is that a…?” Hazel’s voice trailed off in horror.


“Don’t you do it, Goose,” I warned in a hoarse whisper.


But it was too late. The bird opened his talons and sent his prey plummeting toward me.


The snake—­an actual goddamn live snake—­hit me in the forehead and slithered off my shoulder.


“What. The. Fuuuuuuuck? You feathery jackass!” I screamed. Survival instinct kicked in, and I sprinted down the road, brushing vigorously at my hair and shoulders. “Get it off! Get it off!”


I ran a panicked zigzag pattern across the asphalt as I tried to put as much distance as possible between me and that damn eagle and his damn snake. But the fear and adrenaline had narrowed my field of vision. By the time Hazel yelled my name, I was already blinded by the glint of sunlight on glass and metal.
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A truck to the boobs


Gage


It was the kind of spring day that made the long, gray Pennsylvania winter worth tolerating.


My truck windows were down, my coffee was hot, and the April sun flashed through still-­skeletal trees as I steered north on Lake Drive. For the first time in a long time, I felt like I was back on track, and the goals I’d had to set aside a few years ago suddenly seemed attainable again. And I was ready to take aim.


“I’ll see you in my office at three, Mrs. Babcock,” I promised my client through the truck’s speaker.


I was in the middle of my favorite kind of day: busy. A full morning spent with my brothers on contracting jobs would lead right into a neatly stacked afternoon of appointments at my law office.


“I’ll bring my famous banana muffins and my granddaughter. The single straight one, not the married lesbian,” she clarified.


Since Story Lake’s population had experienced an over-­sixty-­five bump with the opening of the new assisted living facility, I’d had a string of clients trying to set me up with their single relatives. It didn’t matter if I was swinging a hammer or preparing a will. To the retiree crowd, apparently I was a hot commodity as a bachelor.


I didn’t mind it, seeing as how the dating apps I’d recently joined hadn’t exactly been delivering what I was looking for. Was it really this hard to meet someone who was ready to get serious? My brother Cam—­one of the grumpiest people in the universe—­had managed to do it just driving around town. I was one hundred percent more charming and in a better mood most of the time. It should have been even easier for me.


“Looking forward to it,” I said before disconnecting the call and glancing over at my passenger.


She had her head out the window and was busy painting the side of the vehicle with a steady stream of slobber.


Nana—­short for Banana Stand, thanks to my niece and nephews’ recent binge watch of Arrested Development—­was a high-­maintenance, low-­IQ golden retriever rescued by my mother from a puppy mill. Mom had billed Nana as a “temporary foster” when she dumped the four-­legged roommate on me a few months ago. But no one had gotten around to trying to get her adopted, and Nana and I had gotten used to each other.


So now I had a dog.


“Text message from Cammy,” my truck’s text-­to-­voice announced flatly. “‘Hey, dumbass. Don’t bother showing up if you forgot the spray foam.’ Would you like to reply?”


“Yeah. I’m going to spray-foam your face shut, dick,” I said.


“Text message from Livvy,” the truck announced. “‘Bring me a sandwich, Gigi. I’ll eat it while you suffocate, dickface.’”


My brothers were assholes. Lovable, sometimes even entertaining, assholes. I often wondered how our parents hadn’t murdered us during our teen years.


Nana flashed me a look of pure joy like she was having the best day of her life. I ruffled her reddish-­gold ears and turned my attention back to the road, where another reddish-­gold flash in the road caught my eye.





“Shit!”


I spun the wheel hard to the right while arm-­barring Nana against the seat. The truck slid to a hard stop halfway into the ditch a split second before I heard rather than felt a faint thunk.


I released my seat belt and jumped out from behind the wheel. My heart stopped doing its job when I spotted her.


“Zoey!”


Behind me, Nana whimpered in the truck.


The woman I’d spent the last several months trying to forget about was lying on the road, having run into and bounced off my fender. Her curls were spread out above her like a fiery halo, and those mossy green eyes were squeezed shut.


Christ. I’d taken my eyes off the road for a split second. She’d come out of nowhere, and now she wasn’t moving. I knelt next to her and grabbed her wrist to check for a pulse. “Zoey!” I barked again, dread icing my entire body.


Her chest rose as she sucked in a breath and moaned. My heart restarted.


She let out a groan. “I hit your stupid truck with my body.”


Fucking hell.


“Yeah, you did,” I said grimly as I ran my hands over her limbs, checking for injuries. “The fuck, Zo? You could have gotten yourself killed. What the hell were you doing running into the middle of the damn road?”


This was exactly why I’d argued myself out of any attraction since she’d come to town. The woman was a natural disaster who failed to take anything seriously. She was impulsive and careless, too busy having a good time to bother with things like safety and responsibility.


“Yeah. Yelling at me is exactly what I need right now,” she grumbled.


My heart was still trying to pound its way out of my chest as my brain raced through every way this could have been catastrophic. And Zoey was cracking jokes.


“Shut up and tell me if you can move,” I ordered.





She had a scrape on her forearm and smudges of dirt everywhere, but nothing else seemed to be bleeding or broken.


She cracked open her eyes. They flashed green fire at me. Much as I tried not to notice them, she had the prettiest eyes I’d ever seen. “Which is it, smartass? Shut up or tell you if I can move?”


I leaned over her and gripped her chin in my hand to check her pupils. The panic receded by a few more degrees, but the adrenaline remained. “Your mouth appears to be working.”


“If I didn’t have the wind knocked out of me right now, I’d show you just how well it’s working…and not in the sexy way,” she amended quickly.


“Lucky me.”


My truck horn gave a long, aggressive blare, startling us both.


I turned around to find Nana in the driver’s seat, front paws on the wheel. It was a trick she’d learned in the Wawa parking lot. Every time she thought I’d been inside too long, she blew the horn like a complete asshole. Cam thought it was hilarious. I was 90 percent sure he’d been the one to teach her the trick.


The dog leaned on the horn again, tongue lolling with joy.


“Nana! Get over here,” I ordered.


She hopped out of the truck, dragging her leash behind her, and nudged me nervously in the back. I put an arm around the dog’s neck to hold her back from the still-­prone Zoey.


“Oh my God, Zoey! Are you okay?” Hazel sprinted up out of breath, dragging the scraggly, overexcited Meetcute. The little dog decided to add insult to injury and dropped the stick he was carrying on Zoey’s forehead.


Zoey shrugged off the stick and sat up. “Ow! That better not be another snake.”


“Snake? Did you hit your head when you threw yourself into my truck?” I asked, gripping her shoulder with one hand and trying to control the increasingly frantic Nana with the other. Humans at her eye level usually only meant one thing: playtime.


“A snake hit me in the head. You know, slithery, hissy, reptilian thing? And I didn’t throw myself into your truck. My boobs smashed into it. Why are you so pissed, by the way? Everyone always says you’re the nice brother, but you’ve been nothing but snarly for the past six months,” Zoey said.


“I believe I already pointed out the fact that you could have been killed playing around in the road. You need to be more fucking careful.” There was a bite of anger to my words that I couldn’t quite control. My family knew all too well what carelessness behind the wheel could lead to. How quickly everything could change.


“Now you’re yelling? Great bedside manner, Dr. Asshole.”


“That’s Attorney Asshole,” I corrected snidely. There was something about this woman that kept pushing me off-­kilter over and over again until I didn’t know which way was up, which was why I avoided her like a kid with lice.


“She wasn’t playing around, Gage,” Hazel insisted loyally. “Goose dropped a live snake on her back there, and she panicked.”


“I wasn’t panicking,” Zoey insisted as she brushed her hair out of her face, making the overall aesthetic worse without damaging the general punch-­in-­the-­gut beauty.


I didn’t enjoy admitting it, but she certainly put the hot in hot mess.


“I was running and flailing in a perfectly controlled and appropriate manner,” Zoey continued.


“Like a fucking tornado,” I added.


“Why are you always arguing with me?” she demanded.


“He’s a lawyer. He can’t help being argumentative,” Hazel said.


“I’m not argumentative,” I argued.


Hazel and Zoey both pinned me with twin “you poor, stupid man” looks.


I started an internal countdown from ten. I was halfway through when I noticed a small scrape on Zoey’s jawline and was just reaching out to examine it when Nana slipped out of my grip and joyfully slammed Zoey back to the ground. The damn dog finished her attack with a swipe of long pink tongue to the face.


“Oooph!” Zoey screeched as she fought off Nana’s aggressive affection and sat back up. “Seriously? Animals are such jerks.”


Heaving a sigh, I wrestled the dog off her and shoved the leash in Hazel’s direction before reaching for Zoey again. “Give me your hands.”


“Why? So you can yell at them separately from the rest of my body?” Zoey asked.


That smart mouth was another prime reason why I had no interest in exploring any potential physical attraction. I wanted a reasonable, responsible partner, not a woman who drove me nuts thirty seconds into every conversation.


Irritated, I slid my hands under her arms and pulled her to her feet. She was short and curvy. Everything about her, from the wild green of her eyes to the riotous red curls, seemed like it was designed specifically to catch my eye. Like some kind of personal purgatory. I held her forearms to keep her steady and credited the electric feeling that coursed through me to the leftover adrenaline and the permanent annoyance she inspired in me.


“You okay?” I asked.


Turns out this was a stupid question.


“No, I am not okay! A freaking bald eagle attacks me with a snake. Then I get hit by a truck and a stick before being wrestled to the ground by a dog. And you!” Zoey pointed at Hazel. “You want me to move here permanently! Birds throw snakes at you here!”


“Sounds like a new town slogan.” A hatchback came to a stop next to our roadside spectacle. “Everybody all right?” Garland Russell asked through his open passenger window. He looked more excited than concerned. That could have to do with the fact that the wannabe journalist who reported town gossip on the neighborhood busybody app was recording us on his phone.


“Goose dropped a snake on Zoey’s head, and she ran into Gage’s truck, and now everyone’s mad,” Hazel summarized.





Garland chuckled. “Classic Goose. Classic Zoey.”


The woman in question wrenched free of my grip and threw her hands in the air. “I’d like to live somewhere where that is not classic Zoey.”


“Maybe you should move,” I suggested.


“That we agree on,” Zoey announced.


“Want me to call Chief Bishop?” Garland offered hopefully.


“No,” all three of us said in unison.


Last year, my brother Levi had been elected chief of police against his will—­with the help of me and the rest of our siblings. A fact that was still entertaining to the entire family. Levi was reluctantly performing his duties, but I knew it was only a matter of time before he wielded them to get some kind of well-­deserved revenge on each of us. He’d already gotten to arrest Cam last summer. And I wasn’t about to give him an opportunity to take aim at me.


“All righty then. I’ll just post my story and be on my way.” With an unnecessary flourish, Garland clicked a button on his phone screen and drove off.


I turned my attention back to Zoey. “You sure you’re not hurt?” I asked, this time managing not to bite her head off. Barely.


“Only my boobs, my tailbone, my pride, and my emotional well-­being,” she grumbled, brushing at the dirty paw prints on the lapels of her wool coat. She was always dressed twice as nice as anyone else in the room. Today she had on a blazer and a fitted top with the kind of neckline that could keep a man up all night. She wore tailored shorts over torn black tights and suede knee-­high boots caked with dirt.


“Text from Cammy,” my truck’s sound system announced to everyone within earshot. “‘Why did Garland just report you’re feeling up my wife’s best friend in the middle of the road? And where the fuck is my fucking spray foam?’ Would you like to reply?”


“Aww! He called you his wife,” Zoey crooned to Hazel.


The woman was acting like nearly getting hit by a car was an everyday event. Another reason to stay far, far away from her.





“Text from Livvy. ‘More importantly where’s my fucking sandwich?’ Would you like to reply?”


“Yeah. ‘I’m busy. Fuck you both.’”


“And that’s just a delightful slice of the family life I’m marrying into,” Hazel said cheerfully, juggling both dogs and their leashes. “Are you able to soldier on to the bookstore, Zo? Or do you want to go back to the lodge and pretend this day never happened?”


“Bookstore,” Zoey said with bitter determination as she brushed at the dead leaves and dirt stuck to her tights.


“I’ll drive you,” I said. I’d like nothing more than to leave her there in the middle of the road, but knowing Zoey, she’d find a way to get crushed by a falling tree or cause a multivehicle accident on the quietest road in the county.


“You know, that’s how Cam and I met. Goose brought us together,” Hazel reminded us. My brother had witnessed the eagle dive-­bombing Hazel and Zoey in their convertible, causing them to make a memorable first impression by crashing into Story Lake’s welcome sign. “Now here we are with another eagle-­related catastrophe, and another Bishop brother rides to the rescue. It’s like we’re starting a new tradition.”


“No. A tradition is making the same pie every Thanksgiving, not a bald eagle attempting murder,” Zoey pointed out.


Hazel tossed her hair and opened the back door of the truck for the dogs. “I’m an author. You have to let me make up pretend patterns in real life.”


Zoey opened her mouth to argue, but I had reached my limit.


“Just get in the damn truck,” I muttered, yanking open the passenger door for her.


Zoey shot murder eye darts at me. “Don’t expect a thank-you for being a shit waffle.”


I blew out a breath between my teeth and started counting backward again. I was the nice guy, damn it. She just managed to drive me crazy every time we were in the same room. “Look. You scared the hell out of me. I thought you were hurt or worse.” I reached out and tugged a twig out of her curls.





Zoey exhaled. “It’s fine.”


“But you should know better than to do something so stupid—­”


Her eyebrows arched defiantly. “Stupid? Says the guy who fell off a roof the first time we met.”


“It was a ranch house. And a bush broke my fall, not a half-­ton pickup truck,” I pointed out, feeling defensive. It wasn’t stupidity that had knocked me off the roof. It was something a hell of a lot worse.


“Here’s an idea, Gage. Let’s play a game where you don’t say a damn word while you drive us to the bookstore and I reward you by not hiding frozen shrimp under your floor mats for you to find later.”


There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that Zoey Moody, impulsive, fiery redhead, was willing to do exactly that.
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“Just because you had one bad experience with a bald eagle—­”


Zoey whipped around to glare at Hazel in the back seat. “Two bad experiences. You’re forgetting the dead fish. And don’t get me started on the breaking and entering raccoon or the free-­range pig.”


“I told you Rump Roast wasn’t chasing you. He just wanted your Fish Hook leftovers,” Hazel explained. “Besides, look at the progress you’re making with all this exposure therapy. A few months ago, a snake to the head would have put you in a coma. Admit it. Story Lake has been good for you.”


“Yay me,” Zoey said dryly.


“Gage, do you know of any rentals in town? Zoey needs a place,” Hazel said, changing the subject.


I opened my mouth.


Zoey held up a finger. “Uh-­uh. One word and I buy an entire tray of shrimp.”


My heart rate had finally returned to normal, but my brain was still turning over all the alternative grim outcomes. Every horrific what-­if had me gripping the wheel tighter. Just beyond the justifiable anger at her being that irresponsible simmered a few shadowy what-­ifs. What if I hadn’t seen her? What if I hadn’t stopped in time?


One thing was clear. Zoey and I had both gotten very lucky today, and only one of us cared.


The lake and town came into view, and I let the familiar sight of it calm me. It was postcard-­perfect with tidy storefronts facing the sparkling water. We passed the new coffee shop and neighboring plant store that had taken up residence on Lake Drive. Rumor had it there was a cheese shop going in on the town square. More signs of Story Lake’s growth. Growth that Bishop Brothers Construction was reaping the benefits of. The family business had gone from the brink of bankruptcy to a full schedule in less than a year. My law practice was benefitting from the boom too.


I pulled a U-­turn on the street and eased into a parking space in front of Stories, a white clapboard corner shop with an eclectic window display of volumes old and new.


“Ride’s over. Be more fucking careful,” I said, feeling pretty confident I was safe from the threatened seafood.


Zoey rolled her eyes. “Jesus. Lighten up, Gage. Nobody died.”


But on a different road, on a different day, someone had.


Hazel let out a strangled noise from the back seat between the dogs. A weighty silence fell over the cab. Even the dogs seemed to clue in to the discomfort.


Nana whimpered, and Zoey thumped her head against the back of her seat. “Shit. Haze, can you give us a minute?”


“Yep. Absolutely. I’ll just take my dog and—­oops. Make that both dogs since Nana is already on the sidewalk. I’ll leave you to your…awkwardness,” she said, sliding out of the back seat.


Zoey waited until Hazel had closed the door, then covered her face with her hands. “I’m so sorry. That was a really stupid thing to say. I’m having a bad day and wasn’t filtering.”


I shook my head. “It’s fine. You scared the shit out of me, and I took it out on you. That wasn’t fair.” Even though she should be more fucking careful, I added silently.


“Seriously though. I wasn’t trying to throw Laura’s accident in your face. Sometimes words just come out of my mouth, and it’s like I have no control over them.”


“I’ve noticed,” I said dryly. “Maybe I’m slightly sorry for being an asshole, and I’m sorry Goose was being one too. Believe it or not, if he was sharing his lunch with you, it means he likes you.”


“Great. I graduate from boys pulling my pigtails on the playground to a bully romance with a bald eagle. That sounds about right for how things have been going. Anyway, thanks for the quick reflexes and the ride.” She reached for the door handle.


“I gotta collect my dog,” I said, nodding toward the store.


We both got out of the truck and stood awkwardly on the sidewalk. There was something about Zoey Moody that bothered me. Several somethings. I’d made a study of it since the first second I met her. One thing was for sure, I had to keep my guard up around her.


I slid my hands into my pockets. “Sure you’re okay?”


“I’m fine. My boobs feel like they went through a double mega mammogram, and my butt has felt better. But other than that, I seem to be intact.”


“Why are you looking for an apartment?” I asked, changing the subject to a topic safer than Zoey’s unmissable curves.


She sighed. “Long story involving me losing my apartment in New York. Which means I need to get my stuff out, which also means I’ll need a place bigger than a hotel room to store it all. Plus, if I’m officially sticking around here indefinitely, I need to find a more cost-­effective living situation.”


She’d shuddered on the word indefinitely.


I grunted and tried not to notice the way the sun was hitting her hair, making the curls look like fire. I spent a lot of my time around Zoey trying not to notice things.


“There’s worse things than staying here, you know.” I gestured across the street to the gleaming waters of the lake.





“That’s exactly the kind of thing someone who’s never lived in New York would say. You sound like one of Hazel’s heroes trying to entice a heroine to succumb to the charm of small-­town life.”


“Always figured I was hero material.”


She theatrically mimed vomiting.


I gestured toward the bookstore door. “After you.”
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Sex drought


Zoey


Bald eagle victims before gentlemen. I insist,” Gage said, holding the door.


I rolled my eyes.


I’d suspected for some time that the man didn’t like me. I usually had a sixth sense when it came to reading people. Gage Bishop was the nicest guy in the room…to everyone except me. It was like there was something about me he found inherently distasteful but he was too polite to actually say it. Which felt like a waste of time and energy to me. The guy was obviously still mad at me for my irresponsible, snake-­induced fifty-­yard dash into traffic and accidental insult to his family, yet here he was still being performatively polite.


It was annoying. Why couldn’t people just be honest?


He was probably just as polite and gentlemanly in bed, I decided. “Excuse me, ma’am. Do you mind if I insert my cock inside you repeatedly?”


Hmm. Interesting. Imaginary Gage was surprisingly well equipped.





“What?” Gage asked.


I blinked myself back to reality to find him watching me closely, still holding the door.


“What what?” I asked, all feigned innocence and telltale hot cheeks.


Those bold Bishop eyes narrowed. “You look like you’re up to something.”


“You don’t know me well enough to know when I’m up to something.” I brushed past him into the store and took a deep breath.


Ahh, the smell of books. It was the smell of possibilities.


Thousands of books on shelves written by people who had done hard things, lived interesting lives, and managed to write entire novels about it. Bookstores always gave me hope that they held the answers I was looking for so I could finally get my life together.


“Outta the way.” A prune-­faced elderly white man with glasses so thick they looked like microscope lenses whizzed by me on a mobility scooter with airbrushed flames.


Ever the reluctant gentleman, Gage pulled me out of harm’s way, putting my back in full contact with his front.


Damn. It was a very nice front. Hard, muscled, warm. And the flannel coat was giving just the right amount of romance-­novel blue collar. My body foolishly delighted in the physical contact.


My sex drought was definitely getting out of control if just casually brushing against any male body could have me thinking about getting naked.


“You need a guardian angel,” Gage complained, releasing me.


“That one was not my fault,” I insisted.


“Watch where you’re going, George, or they’ll kick us out of here,” warned the scooter man’s compatriot, a tall, soft Black woman with springy silver curls. She was using her walker as a seat planted in front of a spinning rack of science fiction novels.


“Not my fault these aisles are tighter than a butthole in here,” George the aggressive driver shouted back from the historical Western section.





I took a self-­preserving step away from Gage. I needed to get away from the one-­sided sexual tension before I did or said something I’d regret.


I glanced back at him and almost tripped over my own feet when I realized his gaze was locked on the general vicinity of my butt. Maybe he didn’t hate all of me after all.


I cleared my throat smugly, and his eyes darted back up to mine.


“You…uh…have some dirt.” He gestured at my rear end.


Damn it. Of course I did.


“Thanks,” I muttered and ducked into the restroom.


When I came back out—­dirt smears mostly replaced with water spots—­Hazel and Chevy, the store owner, were already stacking paperback orders on her designated signing table. Both dogs were staring longingly at the jar of treats at the register that Gage had his hand in.


“Everybody sit,” Gage said. The dogs plopped their butts on the floor in unison, tails wagging.


I pretended to be deeply invested in the back cover copy of a new celebrity biography so I could study him from behind the cover.


He was the clean-­shaven, easygoing brother who was openly friendly with everyone who wasn’t me. His hair, a warm brown, curled at the tips, giving him one of those permanently tousled look. He looked like the type of guy who would help an old lady load her groceries into her car. Could it be called boyish charm if it was coming out of the chiseled face of a man? I’d have to ask Hazel, the expert.


Not that it mattered, of course. The bottom line was Gage Bishop was so far from my type that I’d be more likely to date my own second cousin than him.


He crouched down, a treat in each hand, drawing my attention reluctantly to his muscular, denim-­clad thighs. I sighed and gritted my teeth. Okay, the sex drought was officially a problem. Lust ’em and leave ’em was my motto. But this town was too small for that. Everyone would know about my tryst before I even unhooked my bra. And I absolutely would not lure Hazel’s future brother-­in-­law—­who didn’t even like me—­into a one-­night stand.


Even though I totally could.


If I wanted to.


Which I absolutely didn’t.


“You look like you want to eat him up.”


Startled, I dropped the hardback on the table with a thump. The basket on the front of the woman’s walker was full of novels.


“Who? Me? What? Him? No. Nope.” I shook my head vehemently until I was dizzy.


She smirked. “Very convincing.”


“He’s so not my type.”


She looked at me like I’d just offered to give her an unlicensed colonoscopy. “Who gives a shit? Life is short. Order dessert. Bang the hot guy.”


“Thank you for the advice on my sex life, complete stranger.”


“Opal,” she said. “And you’re wasting your time worrying about types and all that other garbage. You only get one life. Some of us might as well have some fun living it.”


She clomped away with her walker, leaving me staring after her. People sure were nosy—­and free with their advice—­around here.


“Opal, when are you going to talk George here into taking my class?” Hazel called, pointing to the man on the scooter. Of course she knew both their names. She was an official Story Laker now, and knowing your neighbors was probably required by some obscure town ordinance.


Opal rolled her eyes. “Trust me, Hazel. You don’t want this troublemaker in your class.”


“I’ll show up when I got nothing better to do, and I always got something better to do,” George barked back as he executed a thirty-­seven-­point turn.


Hazel had recently started teaching a creative writing class at Story Lake Haven and seemed to be enjoying it. Author, town council member, now teacher. She’d come a long way from the unshowered introvert who refused to leave her apartment for weeks at a time.


I skirted a display of illustrated children’s books and took a turn at the table laden with local history tomes mixed with glossy green plants.


“What’s with the greenery, Chevy?” I asked.


The store owner looked up from the stack of Hazel’s paperbacks he was organizing. He was a big guy in both height and width, dressed—­as always—­in baggy jeans, sneakers, and his musical artist T-­shirt of the day. Today it was Miles Davis. Chevy had played college football for three seasons before an injury left him focusing on his dual library science and music history degrees.


“Trying out a cross-­promotion with Leafy Greens. I traded them a stack of gardening books to display at their place,” he said.


Inspiration struck, and I opened the note app on my phone. I scrolled through a few pages of previous brilliant ideas, shopping lists, and philosophical wonderings that I’d forgotten and was just getting ready to make note that I should drop off some of Hazel’s books at the plant shop when I felt a presence looming over my shoulder.


“You know they let you make more than one note, don’t you? You don’t have to put them all in the same file,” Gage pointed out.


I hugged my phone to my chest. “I have a system, Nosey McNoserton.”


Okay. I didn’t actually have a system. But I had the intention to create and utilize a system. That was basically the same thing.


“Doesn’t look like a very efficient one.”


“Don’t you have several jobs to go do somewhere that aren’t here?” I asked pointedly.


“You mean now that I’m not busy saving your life?”


“I’m putting shrimp on my grocery list,” I warned.


“Do us all a favor and stay out of the road,” he said. “See you around, Hazel.”





“Thanks for the ride, Gage. Give Cam a kiss for me,” Hazel called.


“Yeah, definitely not doing that. See you later, Chevy. C’mon, Nana. Let’s go find your uncles before they do something stupid.”


Nana made a pathetic-­sounding grumble in her throat that had a fluffy black-­and-­white cat I hadn’t noticed before vaulting onto the table next to me. I barely contained my squeak of surprise. What was it with this town and animals? In New York, I only had to worry about clouds of pigeons, the occasional dog walker with a dozen tiny Yorkies, and the rats on trash day. Story Lake was like wandering around a twenty-­four-­seven free-­range petting zoo.


By the time Gage and his dog left the store—­not that I was watching or admiring his dirt-­free ass—­I’d forgotten what I wanted to make note of. On an annoyed sigh, I plopped down on a spinning stool near the register while Hazel and Chevy worked their way through the signed orders.


“Hey, how are your preorders for the new release looking, Chev?” I asked.


“Looking good. Biggest preorder this store has seen. There’s a sticky note on the register with the numbers as of this morning.”


I leaned over the counter and plucked the sticky note off the monitor. “Hmm. Not bad. But I think we can get to wow.”


Hazel snorted as she scrawled her name on the page.


“What’s wow?” Chevy asked, opening the next book and sliding it in front of Hazel.


“I want bestsellers-list numbers. Numbers that have the rest of the publishing industry whispering uncomplimentary things about me behind my back because they wish they had Hazel as a client.”


“You’re officially ridiculous,” Hazel said, reaching for the next book.


“Don’t talk while you sign. You know you can’t multitask like that,” I warned.


George smacked his scooter into a shelf at the front of the store, sending several books plummeting to the floor. “Clean up on aisle three,” he barked, then wheezed out a cackle at his own joke.


Chevy gestured for me to take over flapping books for him while he went to right the damage.


“I’m just happy to be writing again. Can we not worry about the launch or the numbers?” Hazel asked, sliding a completed stack of signed paperbacks to the side.


“Lady buddy. Gal pal,” I said, opening Hazel’s next book to the signing page. “You stay focused on writing the best words ever, and I’ll do the dirty work. That’s the way this relationship works best. You keep your pretty little head in the creativity clouds and let me make deals with the devil to secure your success.”


“Uh-­huh. In this case, is Chevy the devil?” Hazel asked.


The man in question made finger horns atop his head.


The bell on the door jangled, sending Meetcute into a rabid fit of barking. He made a mad dash for the newcomer.


“Meetcute! Stay!” Hazel ordered. But the little dog was too excited to listen.


I dove for the end of the leash. We got tangled up around the legs of the stool and sent it crashing to the floor and into a display of used Sweet Valley High books.


Teenage mayor and cross-­country star Darius Oglethorpe bounded inside. “Just the woman I was looking for,” he said, sounding not surprised to find me on the floor.


“Me?” I asked, spitting out some of Meetcute’s fur. The dog turned to lavish my face with exuberant, smelly dog kisses. “Ugh.” I groaned.


Meetcute pressed his cold, wet nose into my neck and made a happy snuffling sound. I patted his back awkwardly.


“Sorry about my dog. He attacks with love. And at least he didn’t pee in excitement this time,” Hazel called cheerfully.


I held the twenty pounds of licky fur away from my chest and checked the front of my clothes to be sure. “Thank God.” I put the dog down and shooed him back in the direction of his mother. “Shouldn’t you be in school?” I asked Darius.





He held out a hand and hauled me to my feet. He was a tall, gangly teen with limbs like a colt that had earned him most of the school’s cross-­country records. He also happened to be a bit of a genius. “I have a free period. Principal Sprout lets me use it for mayoral business.”


“What brings you to the bookstore, mayorally speaking?” I asked, brushing the dog hair off my tights. My outfit was not holding up well today.


He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “First of all, I heard about your run-­in with Goose and wanted to apologize on behalf of the town. I hope you don’t think that this unfortunate incident is indicative of all wildlife experiences in Story Lake.”


“Damn that Garland and his gigantic mouth,” I muttered. “I’m fine. It was horrifying and emotionally scarring, but I’m sure I’ll recover.” It was what I did. Bouncing back was an art, and I was the artist.


Darius beamed at me. “Wonderful. On behalf of the town, please accept this ten-­dollar apology coupon good for a pontoon party boat lake cruise on the Tiki Barge.”


“Didn’t that pontoon boat sink last summer?” The neighboring town had managed to sabotage Story Lake’s summer festival and sent a pontoon boat full of senior citizens to the lake bottom. Fortunately for all involved, the lake depth was only about four feet, and the passengers had enjoyed their refreshing swim back to shore.


“What a great memory you have. Yes, the party barge did receive a bit of water damage, but it should be afloat and good as new next month. June tops.”


“I’ll be sure to put it in my calendar,” I said as I pocketed the coupon. My fingers came into contact with another piece of paper, and I pulled it out. It was my missing Christmas shopping list. Damn it! The Le Creuset casserole dish would have been perfect for Hazel instead of the intensely pine-­scented bath set I settled for on Christmas Eve.


Darius clapped his hands. “Awesome. Now on to my next item of business. Hazel mentioned that among your literary agent duties, you’ve also dabbled on the promotion side of things as an unofficial publicist.”


“She did, did she?”


“Don’t pretend you don’t know you’re also my publicist,” Hazel called from her table. “You organized that entire European book tour.”


“The one where we both got the flu and a pickpocket stole my passport?” I reminded her.


She pointed her pen at me. “That’s the one. You still managed to thrill six foreign publishers and get us home in one piece.”


“I’d like to offer you a job,” Darius announced.


I blinked. “Huh? Who? Me?”


He chuckled like I’d just told the punch line of a dad joke. “Yes, you.”


I wondered if the stress of chasing valedictorian, leading the cross-­country team, and running a town that had recently flirted with a sewer-­related bankruptcy was getting to the kid. “Um, I’m flattered, but I already have a job. Literary agent to the diva back there singing to her dog.”


Hazel was singing “Our Song” by Taylor Swift to an ecstatic Meetcute.


I was more of an “Anti-­Hero” girl.


“Of course, of course,” Darius said placatingly. “I meant a part-­time gig for the town. I’d like to hire you to work a few hours a week as the town’s publicist. We’re coming into prime tourism season, and I want to show Dominion that we mean business.”


Dominion was the neighboring town with a bustling year-­round tourism business and year-­round attitude problem. Their mayor had most recently tried to force Story Lake into giving up its town charter by turning one of our own town council members against us. Emilie Rump still lived in town and was bravely paying the price for her treason.


I patted him on the shoulder. “Are you too nice to say you want to kick Dominion’s ass?”





He winced. “Yes. Please don’t think less of me.”


“Darius, my friend, you are talking to the queen of vengeance. I live for a good grudge.”


“It’s true,” Hazel called out. “She still hates the girl in our fifth-­grade class who reminded the teacher that he hadn’t assigned any homework yet a minute before we were dismissed on a Friday.”


“Fucking Gwendolyn Murphy,” I hissed at the memory.


“Dominion tried to ruin our town. They tried to turn us into some loud, polluted spring break annex. I want them to pay. I want to hit them where it hurts. I want to make them rue the day they ever tried to mess with Story Lake!” Darius shook his fist at the ceiling.


“I like this side of you, boy genius. How exactly can I help?”


“The town needs someone who can work on convincing tourists that Story Lake is where they want to spend their summer vacation. We’re already seeing a bump thanks to the retirement community opening and, of course, our famous resident romance novelist,” he continued.


“That’s me. He’s talking about me,” Hazel sang. Meetcute barked his agreement.


“But we need more. We need a concentrated effort to get people to come here and willingly spend their money, preferably all year round,” Darius continued.


“I’ll be back in New York by the fall.” Dear Lord, please, I added in my head. “I might be willing to help you with the spring and summer tourist seasons. But you should know, I’m an agent, not an actual publicist.”


“Don’t listen to her, Darius,” Hazel called from her table. “She’s done my publicity for years. She’s perfect for what you need.”


I’d never been perfect for anything anyone ever needed.


“Excellent,” Darius said. “There’s a salary. A small one.”


I crossed my arms. “Keep talking.”


He glanced around the store and then handed over a folded gum wrapper as if it were his great-­grandma’s prized chili recipe.





The number was less than I’d made selling soft pretzels at the mall in college. But given my current situation, every cent counted.


“I know it’s not much,” he said quickly. “But it’s all the budget could afford. Keep in mind, you’ll be providing a much-­needed service to the good people of Story Lake. And you get an unlimited supply of special town merch like this.”


He produced a postcard from his backpack with a flourish.


It was an illustration of the town’s welcome sign with a convertible smashed into it. A cartoon Goose was perched on top of the car with a fish in his beak. Welcome to Story Lake.


“You commemorated our arrival. That’s hilariously sweet.”


“The high school marketing and graphic design club takes their inspiration from real life. You and Hazel are the best things to happen to Story Lake since Dave Matthews’s tour bus broke down here in 2013.”


“What is it exactly that you want me to do?” I asked.


Darius pressed his palms together. “I want you to work with the council and local businesses to bring more people here. The more tourists we get, the more people fall in love with our beautiful town, the more folks move here and pay property taxes. We can upgrade the sewage treatment plant, build pickleball courts, and make our downtown and lakefront irresistible. And then we can rub our success in Dominion’s face!”


I liked Story Lake. I mean, I didn’t want to live here permanently, but it was cute and quirky. It reminded me of me. More importantly, I needed the money.


“Okay.”


“Okay, like okay okay?” Darius asked.


I nodded. “Yeah. Let’s do this. Do we shake on it or sign a contract?”


“We solemnly high-­five,” he said, holding up his hand.


“We what?”


He grinned. “I’m just kidding. I have a contract with me.” He reached into his backpack again and pulled out a thin stack of papers.





“Better have a lawyer look at that,” Hazel called.


“I’m sure Gage would be happy to answer any questions,” Darius said, glancing at his smartwatch. “I have to get back for chemistry.”


“I’ll walk you out,” I said, slipping my arm through his. “So, Darius. Is this like a biweekly-direct-deposit thing or a lump-sum-up-front?”
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Meteor muffins


Gage


Story Lake Haven’s entrance was a wide strip of fresh asphalt between two stacked stone pillars on the northern end of town. Phase one had begun on the rehab of the former hospital grounds and the small neighboring apartment complex that had once housed employees into a state-­of-­the-­art assisted living facility and retirement community.


Bishop Brothers Construction was now spearheading phase two, the development of an independent living neighborhood on twenty acres of neglected farmland. All told, there would be fifty main-­floor living cottages with attached garages, zero-­entry front doors, and doorways wide enough to accommodate wheelchairs. The first dozen cottage occupants were slated to take possession in May.


I tossed a wave to the landscaping crew as they worked on the new flower beds along the drive and pulled up to the curb in front of a nearly finished bungalow with hunter-­green siding. Pride pushed aside the lingering stress from the morning. We built this. Together. The latest generation of Bishops to leave our mark on Story Lake.


Cam’s truck was in the driveway, and Levi’s was parked across the street. Nana gave an excited shiver of anticipation. The dog loved jobsites. It was the perfect combination of people to pay attention to her and food carelessly left at golden retriever level.


We entered through the back slider, and I drew in a deep breath. Fresh paint, new carpet, and sawdust. It smelled like home, like family.


It sounded like it too.


“Fuck off. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“You get fucking dumber since yesterday? How could you not remember? We spent hours on that thing.”


My brothers’ argument in the basement was loud enough to drown out the cabinet crew in the kitchen. After the appropriate number of greetings for Nana, we headed downstairs.


Cam and Levi hadn’t accomplished a hell of a lot on the change order for a Lego storage room since I’d left earlier. They were both sitting on upside-­down hardware store buckets, looking at their phones.


Cam looked up. “Gigi, you remember the pinball game Dad put in the barn when we were kids. Or are you an idiot like this one?” He pointed at Levi, who shook his head at me while yawning.


“Fun House?”


“I fucking told you,” Cam said, springing to his feet to point victoriously at Levi.


Levi rolled his eyes. “I had him going. He was a minute away from driving over to Mom and Dad’s to dig through the old photo albums. I was gonna nap in my truck.”


“I knew you were fucking with me,” Cam insisted.


“You look like shit, Livvy,” I observed. He had dark circles under his eyes, and his hair was standing up in tufts.


He responded with a middle finger in my direction.





“What the hell’s your problem? You out clubbing all night?” Cam asked.


I snorted. The day Levi voluntarily socialized was the day the devil took up snowboarding.


“I was writing,” he said on another yawn.


“Great. Just what I need. Another part-­time brother,” Cam complained.


“Fuck you, Cammy. I don’t wanna hear your shit when you didn’t get a damn thing done since I left,” I said, gesturing around the basement, which was exactly the same as when I’d left.


“Hey, asshole. We went across the street and swapped out the damaged tile in the laundry room,” Levi explained, scrubbing a hand over his face. “Where’s my sandwich?”


“Fuck your sandwich. Where’s my spray foam?” Cam demanded.


“Here’s your fucking spray foam and your goddamn sandwich.” I whipped their respective bags at them.


Cam fished the can out of his bag. “What took you so long?”


“Where the hell’s my mustard?” Levi asked, frowning down at his sandwich. Nana sidled closer to him, looking hopeful.


“Driving your bride and her irresponsible BFF around after an incident with Goose. And it’s in the bag, dumbass.”


Levi paused his condiment search. “Heh. You’re fucked.”


I picked up my tool belt. “Excuse me?”


He pointed the business end of his sandwich at Cam, and Nana leaned in, nose twitching. “That’s how his whole deal started. Rescuing Hazel from Goose. You playing hero to Zoey? It’s a sign.”


Cam grinned, which I found disconcerting. I still wasn’t used to my grumpy brother’s newfound happiness. “I was fucking heroic,” he announced.


I shook my head as I clipped on the belt. “Please. You can’t rewrite history. You yelled at her and accused her of trying to kill a bald eagle. You should be kissing her feet every day for putting up with your crabby ass. And when the hell did you get so superstitious, Livvy?”





Levi shrugged broad shoulders and squirted a yellow river of mustard onto his sandwich. Nana let out a low grumble, and the drool started to flow. “Maybe it’s the sleep deprivation. But it feels like a pattern,” he said.


I did not like where this conversation was going. It was bad enough I had to keep reminding myself that I wasn’t into Zoey. It would be a thousand times worse if my brothers caught on to the inconvenient, purely physical attraction.


“Let the record show that Goose is not a matchmaker. He’s a bald eagle with asshole tendencies. He dropped a snake on Zoey. She ran out in the road and right into me,” I explained.


That wiped the smile off Cam’s face as he ruffled Nana’s fur, distracting her from deli meat. “She okay?”


“She’s fine.” I would be too after a beer, a shower, and a good night’s sleep so I could stop picturing her lying there motionless on the road.


“Then why do you look like someone pissed in your beer?” Cam asked.


“Maybe it’s your imagination.” I made a show of picking up a two-­by-­four and slinging it across the second pair of sawhorses.


“Liv?” Cam said, pointing at me.


“He’s right,” Levi said around a mouthful of turkey and cheese. “You look morose and shit.”


“Maybe it’s because I’m stuck working with my two idiot brothers on a nice spring day.” Most days, at least one of us wanted to punch another one of us in the face. There was the occasion when we did throw a punch or two, but those were few and far between, usually settled with a cold beer, and involved a pact not to tell Mom.


“Bullshit,” they said in unison.


I sighed. “Fine. I almost didn’t see her in time. She got knocked down. I nearly had a fucking heart attack. Scared the shit out of me. There. Happy?”


The image of Zoey lying on the road, eyes closed, surfaced again, and my heart sped up.


“Why would that make us happy?” Levi asked, appalled.





Cam was already pulling his phone out of his pocket and dialing.


“Haze,” he said into the phone. “Why didn’t I get a call the second my brother tried to run down your best friend?”


“I didn’t try to run anyone down,” I said loud enough for Hazel and everyone upstairs to hear.


Cam held up his middle finger and stomped over to the far corner of the basement to continue his interrogation.


“That sucks,” Levi said.


“She’s fine,” I insisted.


“Probably brought up some Laura-­related shit,” he guessed.


I shrugged. “Maybe.” Our sister’s life had changed when she and her husband had been out for an early morning run and a driver hadn’t seen them. Laura was in a wheelchair now, and Miller… Miller was gone.


Were we all really one mistake away from ruining someone else’s life?


It was a thought I didn’t want to sit with. I was careful. I was responsible. I made plans, set goals, took action. I didn’t make mistakes that carelessly destroyed families.


Levi nodded sagely, then took another bite of his sandwich.


“Good talk,” I said.


He grunted.


Cam returned. “They’re fine. So you gonna go into some ‘reminded of Larry’s accident downward spiral’ shit? Because that would be stupid. And we’re not equipped to deal with that, so we’d probably have to call in Mom, and she’d just kick your ass.”


“He is,” Levi said, ratting me out.


“I’m fine.”


“Probably easier to believe him than to get Mom involved,” Levi observed.


“Good point. Talk over. Problem solved.” Cam glared at Levi. “Great. Now I want a damn sandwich.”


Nana perked up and swiveled on her butt to eye her other uncle, who had said one of her favorite words.





I pointed to the third bag I’d deposited on the sawhorses. “There’s two more in there. Plus chips.”


“You’re my favorite,” Cam said, pouncing on the bag.


“Great. Now can we please accomplish something with this closet before I have to leave?”


“After sandwiches,” Cam promised. “So back to the wedding. Picture this. Open bar with whiskey flights.”


“You trying to get someone to puke on the bride?” Levi asked.
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I checked my watch and swore as I hurried through the front door of the building. We’d finally gotten the Lego room framed out before being called down the street to mediate a dispute between the plumbers and electricians vying over schedules in another bungalow.


“You have fourteen minutes,” my paralegal stated from the first-­floor doorway.


Declan had fiery red hair and made adventurous fashion choices. I’d assumed that both factors would reflect a charismatic personality. However, after two months of working together, I had yet to see any evidence of a personality. At least the kid was efficient. Sometimes too efficient. I was glad business was picking up, because on days he caught up with his work, he listened to epic fantasy audiobooks and acted out the swordplay with a cardboard tube.


“I’ll be on time,” I assured him as I yanked my shirt over my head and charged for the door to the stairway with Nana galloping at my heels. The building I’d bought for my law office five years ago came with a small one-­bedroom apartment on the second floor that I’d at one time intended to rent out, but instead it had defaulted to storage and shower facilities.


“You also have a report from the process server on your desk, and the mediator for client 1107 rescheduled tomorrow’s meeting,” he said, following me to the door.


“Client names, not numbers, Declan. And please get the tea started,” I yelled back as I took the stairs two at a time.





“Shall I put out the cookies?” he called.


Mrs. Babcock had brought me muffins every visit, and while the woman was smart, stylish, and wealthy, she couldn’t bake for shit. On the word cookies, Nana abandoned me and hurtled back downstairs to the office.


“No, she’s bringing muffins again.”


“I’ll hide the trash can under the table by your chair,” Declan promised.


I gave the door an unceremonious boot and was working on my pants when an unwelcome idea hit me. I paused, hand on my zipper, in the middle of the living room. It needed new carpet and a fresh coat of paint. And I’d have to get all the files out of the bedroom and living room. But overall, the place was in decent shape. I’d never done the landlord thing before, but for the right tenant… Except Zoey would be the absolute wrong tenant. It would be a huge mistake, a terrible idea.


“Thirteen minutes,” Declan announced from downstairs.


“Fuck.”


Eleven minutes later, I returned to the first floor, still tying my tie. “I know, I know. Two minutes,” I said when Declan opened his mouth behind his desk.


I’d given my mom and Laura carte blanche on the interior design when I bought the building. Rather than dark and dignified like the standard law office, they’d gone with light and airy with light wood floors, white walls, and green accents. I’d managed to keep the plants they’d insisted on alive and even added a few pieces of farmland-­themed art that they didn’t hate. The overall effect was bright and calm. It suited me and my practice.


“Actually, it’s one minute and forty-­nine seconds,” Declan said, gesturing to a digital timer, one of only two personal effects he’d brought with him. The other one was a plain white coffee mug.


“Appreciate the accuracy. Did you print out the copies?” Mrs. Babcock had changed her will three times in the last four months, and I couldn’t wait to hear what the latest addendum was.





He nodded solemnly. “I arranged them in a fan next to the tea in the conference room.”


From behind his desk, I heard the thump of Nana’s tail. The guy might have been stoic as a statue, but he did let my dog sleep at his feet.


“Great. Thanks.”


I was just poking my head into the conference room when the front door jingled open and Mrs. Babcock called out her customary, “Yoo-­hoo.”


She was a statuesque woman with dark, unlined skin that she credited to practicing what she preached in her successful dermatology practice, which she’d sold for a small fortune on her retirement. She favored colorful caftans and pricey-­looking purses. Her single, straight granddaughter was tall as well but with a more bohemian vibe. Her long braids were secured in a high ponytail, and she wore an oversize floral cardigan on top of a pair of paint-­splattered overalls. She was holding a cellophane tray of meteor-­like muffins.


“You’re early,” Declan announced, looking mildly perturbed. My paralegal didn’t handle it well when there were deviations from his carefully crafted schedule.


Nana trotted out from behind the desk and politely offered her paw to the visitors.


“There’s my cutie patootie,” Mrs. Babcock crooned, leaning down to ruffle Nana’s fur. My dog dissolved in a puddle of ecstasy before wriggling over to the granddaughter.


“It’s always good to see you, Mrs. Babcock. Declan has some tea in the conference room,” I said. The tea helped the hockey pucks masquerading as muffins go down.


“Wonderful! Declan, you’re a treasure. Now, Gage. This is my gorgeous granddaughter Gabby. Gabby, this is my handsome attorney Gage.”


“Gram,” Gabby said in exasperation.


“Pleasure to meet you,” I said, offering my hand.


“I’ve heard a lot about you,” Gabby said.


“I only told her what a perfect gentleman you are and what a travesty it is that you’re still single. Now, who’s ready to talk about how much money I can leave to the most darling cat rescue I discovered?” Mrs. Babcock sang on her way into the conference room.


Gabby handed over the muffins. “The trick with these is to crumble them up on your plate so it looks like you ate more. And just so you know, I have a boyfriend. He’s wonderful. I just haven’t introduced her to him because of the whole overbearing and intimidating deal.”


“Good for you and disappointing for me.”


“Mmm. Gram always did have good taste,” she teased. “Now let’s go choke down some muffins and rescue some one-­eyed cats.”
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Laura: Just got back from the gym. The rumor mill was working overtime today. According to the woman doing deadlifts next to me, Gage backed over a tourist from the city, but it’s okay because it was a setup by Dominion to raise our crime statistics.


Hazel: Gage hit Zoey with his truck, but only after she ran into the road to escape an eagle and a snake. She’s fine. No Dominion involvement, unless they’ve secretly been training our bald eagle.


Cam: Why were you at the gym?


Laura: To work out, dumbass.


Gage: Zoey’s fault. My flawless driving record is still intact. Why were you at the gym without us, Larry? We work out together.


Laura: Codependent much?


Levi: According to the guy I just asked at the front desk, she’s working with a trainer.


Laura: Does everyone in this town have a gigantic mouth?


Cam: What’s a trainer know that we don’t?





Hazel: A lot probably.


Gage: What are his credentials? Where did he get his degree?


Laura: This is why no one likes any of you.


Levi: My source says Wes started training with him a few weeks ago for basketball. Family discount?


Hazel: Is he attractive? Asking for research purposes.


Cam: I thought I was your research? [image: Images]


Laura: I’m going to single-­handedly raise Story Lake’s crime stats by murdering most of you.
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Sun’s out, buns out


Zoey


I was late. Again. I’d gotten distracted putting the finishing touches on my presentation and worked straight through the alarm on my phone. And of course there was no parking left in the funeral home’s lot. It was weird that Story Lake hosted town meetings in a building full of dead people, weirder still that no one else seemed to find it odd. But that was the vibe of this place: Weirdos welcome.


It had been a chaotic several days, and I felt like I was on a treadmill slipping closer and closer to flying off the back. In addition to prepping for Hazel’s launch by shoving her story—­romance novelist finds inspiration and her own happily ever after—­down the throats of every journalist, podcaster, and influencer on my contacts list, I’d made a trip back to the city to start the monumental task of packing up my apartment.


I’d split one too many farewell bottles of wine with my cousin Inez and Mrs. Newville. In my drunken state, I’d impulsively purchased a box of Earl Wiggens’s favorite cigars and had them overnighted to his house. Not only did sober me discover too late that they were obscenely expensive, I’d also forgotten to put my name on the card, thereby not receiving any credit for said obscenely expensive gift.


My financial and tactical regret was compounded by a nagging hangover, during which I’d turned in my rental car. I’d intended to get a modest, practical SUV. Instead, I’d fallen for a totally impractical ancient Mazda Miata convertible. The most recent owner had been a delivery driver, so its brakes squeaked and the interior smelled vaguely of cooked onions, but I’d just put the top down and let it air out while I sportily zipped around. Besides, I wouldn’t be here by the time winter rolled around again, so there was no need to worry about the rear-­wheel drive in Pennsylvania snow.


I still hadn’t looked for an apartment yet in Story Lake. But that was next on my list…after tonight.


In between all my other duties, I’d spent a large and unplanned number of hours working on my first town council presentation as Story Lake’s official publicist. Well, as “official” as I could be, seeing as I still hadn’t reviewed or signed the contract. That was also on my list.


I entered the front doors of Pushing Up Daisies, out of breath. All three viewing rooms had been opened up to accommodate the crowd tonight. Since the Haven began welcoming residents, town meeting attendance had tripled. Apparently older folks liked alcohol and town debate.


Speaking of alcohol, I was too late to partake of tonight’s fruit punch and vodka fundraiser for the girls’ volleyball team. Alcohol sales stopped when the meeting started. So there went my chance at some liquid courage.


The local a cappella group, the Story Lake Warblers, was just finishing up their official “singing the meeting to order” when I spotted an empty chair in the middle of the room between Billie and Gage. I wasn’t thrilled about the Gage part—­his general disapproval of me wouldn’t help my nerves—­but Billie always packed snacks, so I figured it was worth the discomfort.





I apologized and excused my way down the row, climbing over legs and mobility implements to the chair.


“I hope this seat isn’t taken, because I’d rather sit in someone’s lap than crawl back out of here,” I whispered, flopping down.


“All yours. Twizzlers?” Billie offered up her snack bag.


“Don’t mind if I do. Hi,” I said to Gage.


“Hey,” he replied with little warmth. He looked irritatingly good as usual. His hair had a slight fresh-­from-­the-­shower curl to it. Instead of his blue-­collar-­by-­day look, he was wearing a zippered cardigan over a T-­shirt, which I immediately decided to be turned off by.


Hazel gave me a finger wave from her spot on the dais at the front of the room between Cam and Kitty Suarez, the newest council member. Kitty had replaced Emilie Rump, the traitorous grump who had been removed for “treason against the town.” Emilie was seated in the second row, tension visible in everything from her shoulders to her tight blond curls. I had to admire the woman’s gumption for still showing up to town meetings when she knew she was unwelcome. It took ovaries of steel to bear the brunt of town-­wide anger.


“I’m so happy to see so many smiling Story Lake faces,” Mayor Darius announced from his end of the table. “We’ve got a lot of exciting things on the agenda tonight, so let’s get started. First up, the status of the sewage treatment plant upgrade requirements.”


It was a long-­winded and technical explanation about the improvements that would take place over the next few years that had me tuning him out in the first two sentences. I ate my Twizzlers and hoped that my presentation would be more captivating. I wanted to make a good impression, show the town that I was the right person for the job. Even if it was a job I didn’t actually want and had no intention of keeping, I still wanted to be good at it.


Gage leaned in, and my heart rate kicked up a notch in anticipation of an insult or barely detectable slight. I caught the clean whiff of soap. Just regular old off-­the-­shelf soap. What in the holy bananas was with the tickle of attraction in my belly? The man was in a cardigan, for Pete’s sake. Cardigans weren’t hot unless you were Pedro Pascal. I liked suits worn by unattainable men who were good in bed and bad everywhere else.


“Heard you’re on the agenda tonight,” he said, drawing my attention away from his confusingly sexy sweater.


I nodded. “First presentation as town publicist. Got any advice? Besides staying away from moving vehicles.”


I scanned the crowd. It was a melting pot of ages, ethnicities, sexual orientations, and financial backgrounds. As far as I could tell, the only thing they all had in common was the fact that they were in this room listening to Darius talk about where poop goes.


“We’re a fiercely loyal people,” he said. “As long as you can convince everyone that this will benefit Story Lake, they’ll get behind you.”


“Good to know.”


“By the way, weren’t you supposed to stop by with a contract for me to look at?” he asked.


“How did you—­”


He deigned to give me a smirk. “Small town, remember? Cam mentioned it last week. Then Hazel texted me to remind you if I saw you tonight. Oh, and Darius hired me to write the damn thing.”


“Isn’t that a little conflict of interest-­y?”


“I give you my word I’m not trying to screw you.”


“Right back at ya.” The words left my mouth before my brain filter could catch them. “Uh. I mean, Twizzler?” I snagged another one from Billie’s bag and offered it to him.


He looked at it like I’d just offered him a chalice of poison. “I’m good. Thanks.”


Snack snob.


“So, uh, back to the contract. I didn’t have time this week. Do you have any openings next week?” I asked.


“I can make room.”





I pulled out my phone and opened my calendar app.


“Christ, woman. What the hell is that?” Gage demanded.


“It’s my calendar.”


“You have fifteen events every single day.”


Every event also had at least two reminders or alarms attached to it, but he didn’t need to know that.


“I don’t want to forget anything. Stop judging me.” I scrolled through my week. “I have time at four on Wednesday.”


Gage consulted his own tidy, color-­coded calendar. “That works.” He looked like he was going to say something else, but a ripple of grumbles in the crowd had us both turning our attention back to the front of the room.


Emilie Rump was standing in front of the microphone set up for comments from the crowd. “I have a comment on town ordinance fifty-­seven, subsection L.”


The grumbling in the crowd grew louder.


To their credit, the council members refrained from eye rolling and began to page through their fat binders. Apparently organizing a town required at least a century’s worth of paperwork.


“No need, folks. I’ve got it all up here,” Darius said, tapping his temple. “Ordinance fifty-­seven, subsection L, lays out appropriate means of fishing. Specifically that no one may catch a fish with their bare hands.”


Cam kicked back in his chair next to Hazel and crossed his arms. The glare he delivered in Emilie’s direction would have microwaved a lesser mortal.


“Oh, come on,” someone called out behind us.


“Sit on your rump, Rump, and leave town business to people who actually care about Story Lake,” someone else barked.


The audience started to boo.


“I have a right to comment about laws being broken,” Emilie insisted. “I saw Willis Whimperschmidt pull a walleye out of the lake with his bare hands on Saturday at 9:17 a.m. I reported it to the chief of police, who said, and I quote, ‘Why don’t you mind your business before someone decides to feed you to the fish?’”


A ripple of laughter rolled through the crowd. Levi Bishop was only a few months into his unwanted term as chief of police and had taken an unorthodox approach to wielding his authority.


Willis got to his feet in the fourth row. The man was always wearing some variation of flannel and overalls. “I hooked the damn fish, reeled the damn thing in, and my damn net had a damn hole in it, so I used my damn hands. Sue me,” he snarled.


“I might be forced to if our law enforcement refuses to enforce the laws of our forefathers,” Emilie said dramatically into the microphone. The woman clearly took the rules seriously.


“I don’t care how many fathers you have. Quit wasting our time,” someone yelled.


“Care to comment, Chief?” Darius asked.


All heads swiveled to the back of the room where Levi leaned against the wall. He was just as good-­looking as his brothers, but where Gage was outgoing and charming—­to people who weren’t me—­Levi was reserved. And where Cam was a straight up grouch, Levi was more broody.


He shrugged his massive shoulders. “It’s a stupid law. I’m not enforcing it.”


“Thank you for your comment, Emilie. I’ll add ordinance fifty-­seven, subsection L, to the list of ordinances to be repealed this year,” Darius said.


“But it’s the law now,” she insisted. “Laws should be enforced.”


A potato sailed through the air and hit Emilie in the shoulder. It exploded on contact and hit the floor with a dull thump. A low rumble of laughter spread through the crowd.


“I still don’t get the whole potato thing,” I whispered to Billie.


“Potatoing is an acceptable form of punishment reserved for citizens who have committed crimes against the town. Potatoes must be baked and no bigger than six inches long,” she instructed as she reached into her tote and pulled out an actual baked potato. Billie winged it in Emilie’s direction and hit her squarely on the left butt cheek. “See? It’s a safe and entertaining way to show your displeasure. Also it’s a great way to use up extra potatoes before they go bad.”


On another wave of boos, the defeated, mashed Emilie returned to her seat next to her husband, who looked as though he’d like to be removed from the situation via trapdoor.


“I almost kind of feel sorry for her,” I said, cringing in secondhand embarrassment. “Maybe she just made a mistake?”


“You don’t accidentally try to dismantle your own town just so you can rise to power,” Gage said dryly.


But there was something about Emilie’s “square peg in a round hole” situation that struck a chord with me. I’d heard she was the mediocre middle sister in an extraordinary sibling sandwich and could empathize. My older sister was the light of my parents’ life. I was the punch line to the joke that started, “We should have stopped at one kid.”


Laura, Gage’s sister, raised her hand from the front row where she sat next to her parents. “I’d like to make a motion that only citizens who haven’t committed treason against the town are allowed to speak at town meetings.”


“Thank you for that motion, Laura,” Darius said. “I’ll add it to the list of motions for our town attorney to review.”


Beside me, Gage heaved an irritated sigh as the crowd murmured their agreement.


“You’re the town attorney, aren’t you?” I asked him.


“Yep.”


“You Bishops sure commit to the community involvement thing,” I noted.


“This town has given us a lot. It’s our turn to give back,” he said, sounding defensive.


“Relax, Mr. Rogers. It was a positive observation, not a criticism.”


Gage took a long breath, then blew it out, but he didn’t answer. His two fingers tapped out a beat on his thigh, telling me I’d once again managed to irritate him just by breathing in his vicinity. I chalked it up as another win for me.


“Moving on,” Darius continued from the front. “We have town publicist Zoey Moody making her first presentation. So put the potatoes down, folks.”


“Good luck,” Billie whispered as I crawled over her.





“Thanks. Excuse me. Sorry. Pardon me.”


I made it to the aisle without breaking anyone’s toes and only tripping twice. I straightened my blazer and made sure my skirt wasn’t hiked up in the back.


“All set?” I whispered to funeral home director and audiovisual queen Lacresha on my way to the microphone. I’d emailed her my presentation before I left.


“Can’t wait to see what speech goes with those slides,” she said, giving me a toothy grin and a thumbs-­up.
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