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Chloe Liese writes romances reflecting her belief that everyone deserves a love story. Her stories pack a punch of heat, heart, and humor, and often feature characters who are neurodivergent, like herself. When not dreaming up her next book, Chloe spends her time wandering in nature, playing soccer, and most happily at home with her family and mischievous cats.
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For the strength inside me that I found when I had to.
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For which of my bad parts
didst thou first fall in love with me?


— WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,
Much Ado About Nothing
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Dear Reader,


This story features characters with human realities who I believe deserve to be seen more prominently in romance through positive, authentic representation. As a neurodivergent person with (frequently) invisible chronic conditions, I am passionate about writing feel-good romances affirming my belief that every one of us is worthy and capable of happily ever after, if that’s what our hearts desire.


Specifically, this story explores the realities of being neurodivergent—being autistic, having anxiety—and navigating the vulnerable gift of life and relationships. No two people’s experience of any condition or diagnosis will be the same, but through my own lived experience as well as the insight of authenticity readers, I have striven to create characters who honor the nuances of their identities. Please be aware that this story also touches on the topic of recognizing and healing from a toxic relationship.


If any of these are sensitive topics for you, I hope you feel comforted in knowing that only healthy, loving relationships—with oneself and others—are championed in this narrative.


XO,


Chloe
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A word to the wise: don’t have your fortune read unless you’re prepared to be deeply disturbed.




Wrong is right and right is wrong.


I foresee war—merry or misery, brief or long?


A mountain looms built on deception.


Surmount it and then learn your lesson.





See what I mean? Disturbing.


I tried not to get anxious. But the morning after my grim fortune reading, I woke up to an ominous daily horoscope email. The cosmic warning was loud and clear. Duly noted, universe. Duly noted.


Quaking in my Doc Martens boots, I decided to beg off the party. That didn’t go so well, seeing as this party is my twin sister’s doing and my twin is hard to say no to. And by “hard” I mean impossible.


So even though the universe has all but warned me to buckle up, buttercup, and the air crackles like ozone before a storm, here I am. I reported for duty at the family home—wore a dress, donned my crab mask, made a cheese-and-cracker plate. And now, like any self-respecting scaredy-cat, I’m hiding in the butler’s pantry.


That is, until my sister sweeps in and blows my cover. The swinging door flies open, and I’m caught in a beam of light like a crook cornered by the cops. I stash the peppermint schnapps behind my back and slide it onto the shelf just in time to prove my innocence.


“There you are,” Jules says brightly.


I hiss, throwing my arms across my face. “The light. It hurts my eyes!”


“No vampires in this costumed animal kingdom. That crab mask you’re wearing is scary enough. Come on.” Taking me by the arm, she tugs me toward the foyer, into the jungle menagerie of masquerading guests. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”


“JuJu, please,” I groan, dragging my feet. We pass an elephant whose trunk clips my shoulder, a tiger whose eyes hungrily trail my body, then a pair of hyenas whose laugh is spot-on. “I don’t want to meet people.”


“Of course you don’t. You want to drink in the butler’s pantry and eat half the cheese-and-cracker plate before anyone else can. But that’s what you want, not what you need.”


“It’s a solid system,” I grumble.


Jules rolls her eyes. “For eccentric spinsterhood.”


“And long may those days last, but I’m talking about my anxiety.”


“Having been your twin our entire lives,” she says, “I’m familiar with your anxiety and its bandwidth for socializing, so trust me when I say this guy’s worth it.”


The peppermint-schnapps-and-hide trick is my social anxiety life-saver. I’m neurodivergent; for my autistic brain, engaging strangers isn’t easy or relaxing. But with the trick of a couple of covert swigs of schnapps—buzzed, calmer—I find the experience less overwhelming, and my company finds me not only passably sociable but minty fresh. At least, that’s how it typically goes. Not tonight. Tonight I have grim cosmic warnings hanging over my head. And I have a bad feeling about whatever she’s dragging me into.


“Juuuuules.” I’m that kid wailing in the grocery store. All I need is a smear of chocolate chip cookie on my cheek, a rogue untied shoelace, and I am typecast.


“BeeBee,” she singsongs back, glancing my way and failing to hide how disturbing she finds my papier-mâché crab mask. She tugs it up off my face and nestles it into my hair. I tug it back down. She tugs it back up.


I glare at her as I tug it back down again. “Lay off the mask.”


“Aw, c’mon. Don’t you think it’s time to come out of your shell?”


“Nope, not even for that dad-level pun.”


She sighs wearily. “At least you’re wearing a hot dress—oops, hold on.” We stop at the bottom of the steps before she yanks me behind the banister.


“What?” I ask. “You’re letting me go?”


“You wish.” Jules cocks a smooth dark eyebrow as her gaze dips to my dress. “Wardrobe malfunction.”


When I peer down, I see my dress gaping along my ribs. Thank you, universe! “Pretty sure it’s busted. I should go check it out in the bathroom.”


“So you can hide again? I don’t think so.” She slides the zipper up my ribs, the sound of my fate being sealed.


“It could be on its last little zippery legs. Shouldn’t chance it. A boob might pop out!”


“Uh-huh.” Clasping my hand, Jules launches me forward. I’m a meteor hurtling toward catastrophe. As we approach our destination, sweat breaks out on my skin.


I recognize her boyfriend, Jean-Claude, and Christopher, next-door neighbor, childhood friend, surrogate brother. But the third man, who stands with his back to us, a head above them, is a stranger—a tall, trim silhouette of dark blond waves and a smart charcoal suit. The man turns slightly as Jean-Claude speaks to him, revealing a quarter of his profile and the fact that he wears tortoiseshell glasses. A molten ribbon of longing unfurls inside me, curling toward my fingertips.


Distracted by that, I catch my toe on the carpet. I’m saved from a face-plant only because Jules, who’s used to my body’s abysmal proprioception, grips my elbow hard enough to keep me upright.


“Told you,” she says smugly.


I’m staring at a work of art. No. Worse. I’m staring at someone I want to make a work of art. My hands crumple around the fabric of my dress. For the first time in ages, I ache for my oil paints, the cool polished wood of my favorite brush.


My artist’s gaze feasts on him. Impeccably tailored clothes reveal the breadth of his shoulders, the long line of his legs. This man has a body. He’s the jock of your dreams who forgot his contact lenses and had to wear his backup glasses. The ones he wears at night when he reads in bed.


Naked.


The fantasy floods my mind, red-hot, X-rated. I’m a walking erogenous zone.


“Who is that?” I mutter.


Jules stops us at the edge of their circle and takes advantage of my stunned state, lifting up my mask as she whispers, “Jean-Claude’s roommate, West.”


West.


Oh shit. Now, thanks to my recent deep dive into hot historical romance, I’ve got even higher expectations for the guy, with a name like West. I picture a duty-worn duke, thighs stretching his buckskin breeches as he walks broodingly across the windswept moors. Braced for ducal grandeur, I fight a swell of anxiety as Jules breaks into the trio, as West turns and faces me.


Stunning hazel eyes lock with mine and widen. But I don’t linger on his eyes long. I’m too curious, too enthralled, my gaze traveling him, drinking in the details. His throat works as he swallows. His hand grips his glass, rough at the knuckles, his fingertips raw and red. Unlike nonchalant Jean-Claude, whose stance is arrogantly loose, his tie looser, there’s nothing relaxed or casual about him. Ramrod-straight posture, not a wrinkle to be seen, not a hair out of place.


His eyes travel me, too, and while I’m poor at reading facial expressions, I’m excellent at noticing when they shift. I observe the record-scratch moment as his features tighten. And the heat previously flooding my veins cools to a chilly frost.


I watch him register the tattoos swirling over my body, starting with the bumblebee’s dance down my neck, across my chest, beneath my dress. His gaze drifts upward to the frizz of my just-showered hair and messy bangs. Finally, it wanders over the family cat Puck’s white hair stuck to my black dress. There’s a rather aggressive tuft on my lap area, where Puck parked himself before I nudged him off. Mr. Prim and Proper looks like he thinks I forgot the lint roller. He’s absolutely judging me.


“Beatrice,” Jules says.


I blink, meeting her eyes. “What?”


After twenty-nine years of twinning coexistence, I know that her patient smile plus my full name means I zoned out, and she’s repeating herself. “I said, this is Jamie Westenberg. He goes by West.”


“Jamie’s fine, too,” he says, after an awkward beat of silence. His voice is deep yet quiet. It hits my bones like a tuning fork. I don’t like it. Not a bit.


He’s still scrutinizing me, this man I’ve decided most definitely doesn’t get to ruin hist-rom Wests and is instead getting called Jamie. Judgy Jamie suits him much better.


His eyes are back at it, traveling the tattoos along my neck, over my collarbone. His critical gaze is an X-ray. Heat flares in my cheeks. “See something you like?” I ask.


Jules groans as she steals Jean-Claude’s drink and throws back half of it.


Jamie’s gaze snaps up to mine as he clears his throat. “Apologies. You looked … familiar.”


“Oh? How so?”


He clears his throat again and slides his glasses up the bridge of his nose. “All those tattoos. They reminded me of … I thought you were someone else for a moment.”


“Just what someone who busts their ass on designing highly personal tattoos wants to hear,” I tell him. “They’re so unremarkable, they’re easily mistaken for someone else’s.”


“I’d think you’re accustomed to being mistaken for someone else,” Jamie says, glancing toward my twin.


“Thus the highly individual tattoos,” I say between clenched teeth. “To look like myself and no one else.”


He frowns, assessing me. “Well, no one can say you lack commitment.”


Christopher snorts into his drink. I rub my middle finger along the side of my nose.


“Maybe West recognizes those tattoos because you two have bumped into each other in the city … somewhere … at some point?” Jules says hopefully.


“Doubtful,” I tell her. “You know I don’t go out much, and definitely not to places that someone as stuffy—I mean, serious—as him would like.”


Jamie narrows his eyes. “Considering that club Jean-Claude dragged me to last year was a den of chaos, complete with an inappropriately handsy woman who projectile vomited on my shoes, I’m reassessing. Perhaps it was you.”


Jean-Claude rubs the bridge of his nose and mutters something in French.


I smile at Jamie, but it’s more like baring my teeth. “Chaos dens aren’t my speed, but whoever the poor soul was that bumped into you, then upchucked, I imagine puking was an involuntary response to the misfortune of making your acquaintance.”


Jules elbows me. “What’s gotten into you?” she hisses.


“I remember that night and it definitely wasn’t her,” Jean-Claude tells Jamie, before he directs himself to me. “West is determined to die a miserable old bachelor and has grown crotchety in his solitude. You’ll forgive his rusty manners.”


Jamie’s cheeks darken to a splotchy raspberry red as he stares into his half-empty lowball glass.


A determined bachelor? That means I’m not the only one who’s been avoiding romance. Dammit. I don’t want camaraderie with Mr. Bespectacled Stick Up His Ass.


“Bea, too,” Jules adds, like the nosy mind-reading twin she is. “She hissed at me when I found her hiding tonight. The determined spinster’s turned feral.” Smiling up at Jean-Claude, she tells us, “But I’m just as determined to see her put away those claws and be as happy as I am.”


The two of them share a lovey-dovey look, then a long, slow kiss that makes the cheese and crackers I ate crawl up my throat. As their kiss becomes kisses, Christopher adjusts his watch. Jamie studies his lowball glass. I pick Puck fur off my dress.


Glancing up from his watch, Christopher gives me a meaningful lift of his eyebrows. I shrug my shoulders. What?


He sighs before turning toward Jamie. “So, West, you and Jean-Claude go way back, right?”


“Our mothers are friends,” Jamie tells him. “I’ve known him my whole life.”


“That’s right,” Christopher says. “You went to the same boarding school?”


“Our mothers did, in Paris, which is where they’re from. Jean-Claude’s family didn’t move stateside until we were teens, and then we didn’t cross paths academically until we went to the same university.”


I roll my eyes. Of course Jamie’s one of those people whose French mother went to boarding school. I bet Jamie did, too. He’s got prep school written all over him.


As Christopher asks him another question, Jamie drains the rest of his cocktail. It smells like bourbon and oranges, and when he swallows, my gaze dips from his lips to his throat.


I stare at him as they talk, telling myself I don’t have to like him for my artist’s eye to love observing how the soft lighting of my family home knifes down the long line of his nose and caresses the angles of his face, revealing sharp cheekbones, a sharper jawline, a tight slash of a mouth that might be secretly soft when he’s not pinning it between his teeth. A stuffy stick-in-the-mud shouldn’t be allowed to be this beautiful.


“Well, Miss Crabby,” Christopher says, nudging my crab mask and rudely dragging me back into the conversation. “Did you make this yourself?”


“But of course,” I tell him, feeling Jamie’s eyes on me and hating how that makes me blush. “I’m not even going to ask you, Christopher. This brown bear disguise is clearly store-bought.”


“Sorry to disappoint. Some of us are too busy working to make our own masks for Jean-Claude’s masquerade birthday party.”


“Well, at least you’re color coordinated.” Christopher’s dark hair and amber eyes are the same shades as his bear mask. I sink my fingers into his neatly styled locks and purposefully mess them up.


He flicks my ear. “Ever heard of personal space? Back up. You reek of peppermint schnapps.”


I dodge the next flick. “Better than having bourbon breath.”


Jamie watches us in silence, a notch in his brow, like he’s never seen two people good-naturedly tease each other.


Before I can make some jab about that, the lovebirds break apart on a loud lip smack, leaving my sister breathless and pink-cheeked.


“The things Juliet comes up with,” Jean-Claude says on a sigh as he stares down at my sister. “A masquerade party, full of people I have to share you with.” Tucking her tighter against his side, he adjusts the neckline of her wrap dress so her cleavage is covered. “When all I need is you.”


Jules smiles and bites her lip. “I wanted to make it special. You always have me to yourself.”


“Not enough,” he growls.


Something about Jean-Claude’s intensity with my sister makes my skin crawl. They’ve been together for a bit over three months now, and rather than mellow out after the first frenzy of infatuation, like the people Jules has dated before, Jean-Claude just seems to be ramping up. It’s to the point that I can’t even walk around the apartment in a bathrobe because he’s always there, on the sofa, in our kitchen, in her room. My gut says it’s too much.


But Jean-Claude works at Christopher’s hedge fund, and he’s recently been promoted, meaning Christopher trusts him, which says a lot. More than that, Jean-Claude seems to make Jules genuinely happy. I don’t understand it, but I can’t deny it. That’s why, so far, I’ve kept my concerns to myself.


“Well.” Jules smiles. “Seeing as we’re hosts, we should mingle, Jean-Claude.” Next, she elbows Christopher, raising her eyebrows. “Mind making sure there’s enough ice at the bar?”


Christopher frowns at her before his expression clears. “Oh. right. Bar duty. Gotta run.”


Leaving Jamie and me. Standing together. Alone.


The air drips with tension.


If I were feeling mature, I’d make myself scarce. Be helpful. Serve drinks. Refill appetizers. But I’m not. I’m feeling my competitive streak overriding logic. I’m feeling perversely invested in proving to Jamie that he’s wrong about me. I’m not someone to be mistaken for a chaos demon with unmemorable tattoos who puked on his shoes in a dingy bar months ago.


Well, I’m a bit of a chaos demon, but it’s hardly my fault that I’m a little clumsy. Everything else, he’s got me pegged all wrong, and I’m going to out-civilize him just to prove it. Only problem is, that requires something I’m very, very terrible at: small talk.


“What … are … you … drinking?” I ask. Because, you know. Small talk.


Jamie glances up and gives me a guarded look, like he’s not sure what I’m up to. That makes two of us.


“Old-fashioned,” he finally says, his words as neat and tidy as his looks. Then he peers at my empty hands. “Not partaking?”


“Oh, I am. I just hit the schnapps pretty hard in the kitchen. You know, a little social lubricant.”


His eyes widen. I die inside.


Lubricant. I had to say lubricant. So much for out-civilizing him.


“I see.” He adjusts the lion mask that rests on top of his impeccable dark blond hair.


My lubricant bomb threw the conversational waters into sky-high swells. We’re seconds from drowning, but Jamie just threw me a little rescue floaty in those two words. So I grab on and throw him one, too. “Nice mask,” I tell him.


“Thank you.” He examines mine. “Yours is …”


“Gruesome?” I stroke a pincer of the papier-mâché crab mask. “Thank you. I made it myself.”


He blinks at me like he’s trying very hard to think of something nice to say about it. “That’s … impressive. It seems …” He clears his throat. “Complicated?”


“Ah, it wasn’t too bad. Besides, I’m an artist, so I like hands-on creativity.” And then, because I’m feeling extra juvenile, I add, “Like my tattoos.”


He swallows and blushes spectacularly as his gaze darts down my neck to my breasts, following the bumblebee’s trail. Not sure what he has to blush about, since there’s hardly anything to see. My black dress runs low, but unlike Jules, I was not blessed in the chestal department. The curse of fraternal twinship: similar face, different boobs.


Jamie is silent in the face of my latest move. It’s gloriously rewarding. Now I’m the one smiling politely, and he’s the one letting our conversation die a slow, awkward death. I’m about to declare victory when Margo pops her head in.


Smiling up at me from her diminutive height in a burnt orange jumpsuit and a fox mask that pins back her tight black curls, Margo says, “Need a cocktail, sweet cheeks?”


“God, yes.” I take the glass from her, appreciating its deep red complexion and enticing aroma. Margo is a mixologist who makes the best drinks. I’ll take anything she gives me. Like nearly everyone else at this party, she’s also one of Jules’s friends, because my twin is the nucleus of our social cell, unlike me, who’s happy existing on the edge of the semi-permeable social membrane.


I have friends but only through Jules, which is enough for me. Jules is how I know Margo, who’s married to Sula. And because I met Sula, whom I now work for, I once again have a job as an artist that pays a living wage. My sister’s social strategizing can be exhausting, but it’s also made my life better. Without Jules tugging me inside her sphere, nudging me to make connections, I’d be lonelier and a lot less gainfully employed, especially since things took a nosedive nearly two years ago.


In keeping with my prove-non-chaos-demon-status campaign, I’m polite and make introductions as Margo offers Jamie her hand. “Jamie,” I say, “this is Margo.”


“Actually,” he says, taking her hand, then releasing it, “most people call me—”


“West!” a voice yells from behind us, startling me so badly, I jump half a foot and send my bright red cocktail straight into his chest.


Jamie’s jaw tics as he steps back and shakes off the liquid dripping down his hand. “Excuse me,” he says, eyebrow arched in censure. See, that eyebrow says, you are a chaos demon. Then he turns and disappears into the jungle of guests.


I beg the ground to swallow me up.


But the universe is silent, so here I remain. The meteor that’s just made impact, hissing in its crater.
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Jean-Claude gives me a confused once-over when I reach the bottom of the steps. My wardrobe change took place in a second-floor restroom—well, one of them. This house reminds me of my parents’, in size, at least. That’s where its similarities end. This house feels like a home.


“What happened?” he asks.


I adjust my cuffs until the buttons are halfway across my wrists. “Beatrice. Thankfully I packed a backup shirt.”


He pats my back and sighs. “You would be that neurotically over-prepared.”


“I always have a change of clothes. I’m a pediatrician, Jean-Claude. Do you have any idea how many times per week a baby vomits on me?”


“Fair enough.” He sips his drink and gestures toward the large living room where the cocktail explosion took place. “I hope you won’t write her off,” he says quietly.


“Who?”


He glances around, then switches to French. We’re both fluent, thanks to our French expatriate mothers, but he only uses it when he wants to gossip around others. “I’m talking about Bea. I know she’s rather … odd, but she’s sweet once you know her. In her way.”


“I’m not writing anyone off. There’s no need to, when she and I won’t be crossing paths again.” I was at my socially anxious worst, which I know isn’t when my most endearing qualities come out. Beatrice made sure I knew it, too. After that disaster, why would we ever seek out each other’s company?


“Perhaps not tonight,” Jean-Claude concedes as we stroll toward the foyer. “But you’ll be seeing plenty of her in the future.”


I stop abruptly. “What?”


He flashes a wolfish grin and pats his pocket. “I’m going to propose to Juliet.”


“Propose? It’s been three months.”


Jean-Claude looks perturbed. “Long enough to know that I want her to be mine forever. Not everyone moves at your glacial pace, West.”


That stings, but I let it roll off my back, like I always do with him. “Right. I meant no offense. I was just surprised.”


His gaze settles on Juliet mingling among the guests, not even an exotic swan’s-feather mask obscuring her wide smile. “West,” he says, eyes still on her. “You’ve been alone for too long, indulging in this bachelor nonsense. You’re lonely and miserable. Why not let that change tonight, eh?”


“I’m not lonely or miserable,” I tell him, reverting to English, a signal that this little private chat is over. “I’m busy.”


No time to miss a relationship when you’re drowning in work. And yes, perhaps I’m working so much to avoid meeting someone or dating at all costs, but if your last relationship ended the way mine did, you’d be single by choice, too.


It flashes through my mind at warp speed, from the moment I met Lauren at a local fundraiser, to the day she ended things. I thought I’d found someone who made perfect sense for my life, who wanted exactly what I wanted—a meaningful career in medicine, a routine, tidy life. Turns out, I’d just found someone who saw me as useful for a time, and then perfectly easy to leave behind when I no longer suited her purposes.


I’ve cited the rough breakup as an excuse to decline social situations for the past year, when really I’m simply too weary to even think about trying with someone again, only to not be enough, to once more have the rug pulled out from under me. No, a long, uneventful bachelorhood is all I need, and avoiding socializing best accomplishes that. Unfortunately, it seems my breakup-recovery excuse has expired with Jean-Claude, who pulled the It’s my birthday, I’m your roommate, and it’s rude not to come card.


He knew it would work. He was right.


“If you’re not miserable, then why are you wallowing?” he asks.


“I’m not wallowing.”


“You are.” He swirls his drink, pale blue eyes narrowed on me in analysis. “And it’s time for you to have some fun.”


“Fun?”


“Yes. Fun. Like tonight. This is fun.”


“Hmm.” I scratch my cheekbone where the mask is aggravating it. “Must ‘fun’ involve being so itchy? This is polyester, isn’t it?”


Jean-Claude rolls his eyes behind a rather chilling cobra mask, then turns and examines himself in the hallway mirror, fussing with the tousled style of his brown hair, which he spends a heinous amount of time on every morning, making it look like he spends no time on it at all. “I don’t know what the mask is made of. But I do know you make a very good lion. Now we just have to find someone to make you roar.”


“Get out of here. Go. Mingle.”


He claps my back. “We’re going to enjoy ourselves tonight! Love is in the air, the wine is flowing.” He grins, backing away. “You never know what will happen.”


My stomach sours. That look. I know that look. It’s mischief.


I want as much distance from it as possible. So I wend my way through the crowd, searching for an isolated corner of the house to sit in, where I can pull out my phone and read. Just for a bit. Thank God for smartphones to sneak-read e-books.


“West! Hello again.” One of Juliet’s friends hooks an arm in mine. I only just met her, the one with dark curls and a fox mask. I need a moment before I can recall her name.


“Hello, Margo.”


She smiles. “Looking for something?”


“Just somewhere quiet to sit.”


“I know the perfect spot for you. Here.” Guiding me toward the back of the house, she gestures to a cozy corner that looks lived-in but tidy. Twin mustard-yellow armchairs, a slim side table, a Tiffany-style lamp whose stained-glass shade casts kaleidoscopic jewel-tone colors around us.


“Thank you,” I tell her.


She smiles again. “Happy to help.”


Sinking into one of the armchairs, I stretch out my legs, unearth my phone from my pocket, and start to read. It’ll only be a minute or two. Just enough time to finish the chapter that was interrupted when my cab arrived.


It’s quiet back here, peacefully removed from the party’s chaos. A window is cracked, and the scent of autumn whispers in the air. It’s one of those moments that’s absolutely perfect.


Until Bea walks in through a swinging door on the far side of the room that I didn’t know existed and scares the life out of me.


I shoot upright in my seat and almost knock over the fancy lamp. “Beatrice.”


Her eyes widen behind the elaborate papier-mâché mask. “James.”


“Jamie,” I correct her, though why the hell I told this aggravating woman she could call me by my given name in the first place, when only a few people in my entire life have earned that intimacy, is entirely beyond me.


“Bea,” she parries. “You call me Beatrice, I call you James. What are you doing here?”


Language evades me for ten eternal seconds. I’ve always been like this, tongue-tied when my anxiety gets the best of me. But it’s worse tonight. With her.


I stare at Bea, starting with her long legs and the subtle flashes of black ink on her skin, up to the neckline that’s torturously low yet reveals so little. Her hair is dark except for the tips at her shoulders, which are bleached white-blond. But it’s her eyes that made every word fall out of my head when I first saw her. Blue-green irises ringed with striking cloud gray, like ocean waves churning under a stormy sky.


“Margo showed me to this spot,” I finally manage. Uncomfortable while sitting because it makes me much lower than her, I stand. Now I’m towering over her. That’s even more uncomfortable. “What are you doing here?” I ask.


“I was sent here to make sure no guests had missed champagne before Jules gave her toast to the birthday boy.”


“Ah.” I clear my throat.


That’s odd. Why would Juliet’s—and I suppose they’re also Jean-Claude’s—friends send us both to the same corner of the house after the disaster that just happened?


“Have one,” Bea says, lifting the tray of fizzing coup glasses closer.


I take an involuntary step back.


“It’s champagne, James, not a Molotov cocktail.”


“Drinks in your hand are not just drinks, Beatrice. They’re projectile missiles.”


“Wow,” she says. “You’re one hell of a—”


Before Bea can finish whatever insult she was about to throw my way, the swinging door opens right into her. Instead of insults, she throws six glasses of ice-cold champagne straight onto my pants.
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After another wardrobe change, I round the corner into the kitchen with my wet pants in hand, startling when I see Beatrice standing at the counter, a catlike intensity lurking in her eyes.


Tugging the lion mask over my face, I slip the champagne-drenched pants into my messenger bag, then straighten my cuffs. “Despite being an apex predator for the night,” I tell her, “I’m feeling hunted.”


“Trust me, this isn’t how I wanted to spend my night, either.” She slides a wedge of gooey Brie between two crackers and crunches on them, then says around her bite, “Whose idea was the lion mask?”


“I picked it up in the foyer. Your sister had a collection for guests who didn’t bring their own.”


Bea stops chewing. “I don’t get you people and your soulless, impersonal disguises. Homemade masks are the only good thing about this night.”


“Well, you’re an artist. You’d think that. I haven’t touched tissue paper or glue since the early 2000s, and I’d like it to stay that way.”


“What a sad existence. Getting messy is one of life’s greatest pleasures. Besides, how else could I celebrate being a Cancer?” she says, tapping her crab mask. “Nobody even sells crab masks.”


“I wonder why.”


“Oh, burn. At least I’m wearing my proper sign. Why’s a textbook Capricorn wearing a lion? That’s what I want to know.”


I blink at her and adjust my glasses, which are pushed down by the mask. “How did you know?”


Not that I put credence in zodiac signs and all that nonsense, even if technically, yes, my birthday places me in the astrological map as a Capricorn.


She snorts. “James. If you were any more of a goat, you’d be mountain bounding as we speak.”


“That’s not actually an answer.”


“It is,” she says, crunching on her cracker again. “It’s just not the one you wanted. Anyway, are you done?”


“Yes. Though why you waited—”


“Jules is waiting for you. I’m on orders to bring you out and give her a signal so she can make her toast.” She frowns, her eyes traveling me. “Did you change?”


“Yes.”


“Of course you have backup wrinkle-free slacks.” She crunches another cracker. “You’re a Capricorn.”


“Little did I know how wise it would be to come ready for disaster, seeing as, tonight alone, you and open-container alcohol have an oh-and-two track record.”


A soft growl leaves her. With those feline eyes and the jarring crab mask, it’s bizarrely alluring.


It must be the unreasonably flattering dress she’s wearing. And my lengthy abstinent streak. That’ll make anyone see attractiveness when they should be running the other way.


Smoothing my hands over my cuffs, I tug them down, once each wrist, then meet her eyes again. “I forgive you, by the way.”


She smiles, but it’s more like baring teeth. “How generous. Or you could forgive Jean-Claude, who barged through the mudroom door without knocking, like a one-man elephant stampede.”


“Seeing as he’s a man, he’d be a one-man man stampede.”


She blinks at me, clearly annoyed. “Let’s go. I can’t take this anymore.”


“Hey, you two!” Margo says warmly as Bea and I walk into the foyer together. “What a lovely sight.” She gives a signal to Juliet, who smiles and lifts her champagne glass. “Come on. Jules is about to give a toast; then it’s time to play!”


“Play?” I ask weakly.


Beatrice leans in and says, “It’s this thing people do sometimes, James. To have this thing called … ‘fun.’ ”


She can’t know how on target that barb is. Like an arrow meeting a bull’s-eye, the word lands in my chest with a sickly thud.


Fun.


Fun is hard to have when you have lifelong anxiety, when new places and people make your throat close and your chest tighten, when everywhere you go, you’re told you carry a family name and its reputation on your shoulders, that there’ll be hell to pay if you fail it.


My anxiety is better managed now than it was when I was a child, but the accusation hits a tender old bruise, scrapes open a wound that’s never quite healed.


I have no witty response to her barb about my stodginess, no stinging riposte. Beatrice seems surprised by that, her brow furrowing as I glance away and stare longingly at the cocktail in Margo’s hand. God, do I want another drink, but with Beatrice nearby, is it worth the risk of wearing it?


“West.” Making my decision for me, Christopher offers me a glass, a copy of the one I had earlier. His mask sits up off of his face, nestled in his dark hair, and I take that as silent permission to do the same with mine.


I’m eager for a nice swig of my drink, before I think better of it. First, I discreetly put another solid foot between me and Beatrice. “Thank you,” I tell him.


Christopher nods. “It’s the least I could do after startling Bea. She turned you into a Pollock painting of Margo’s jungle juice.”


“I’m here, remember?” she snaps.


He tweaks her hair affectionately. “How could I forget?” Then he lifts his glass and clinks it with mine. “Sorry again.”


“Not at all,” I tell him. “Cheers.”


We both take long drinks.


Beatrice glares at me. “So you can’t be bothered to drink the bubbles I offer, but you’ll take Christopher’s manly bourbon drink.”


“It’s nothing personal. I just don’t particularly like champagne. And that’s quite sexist of you, to masculinize bourbon.”


Her sea-storm eyes flash with lightning.


Christopher laughs. “Ah, c’mon,” he tells her. “That was funny.”


“Don’t start with me, Papa Bear.”


“Papa Bear?” I ask.


Bea glares up at Christopher and tugs his bear mask back down over his face. “He’s the brother I never had.”


Christopher slides it once more up on his head. “Someone has to keep an eye on you Wilmots.”


“We grew up together,” Bea explains. “His house is next door.”


Christopher grins. “I have many embarrassing Bea stories.”


Her eyes narrow dangerously. “Don’t even think about it.”


Before it can escalate, Juliet whistles, drawing the crowd’s attention. “Okay,” she says, standing on a chair near the front door. “Thank you for being here tonight! I’m so happy you could come to celebrate Jean-Claude. Before we move on to all the fun, I’d like to give a toast,” she says, lifting her glass.


“Actually.” Jean-Claude steps forward and drops to one knee as he opens the ring box. “I had something I wanted to say first.”


“What the fuck?” Bea says.


Christopher elbows her. “Shh.”


“They’ve been dating for three months!”


“Bea.” He looks at her sternly.


When I refocus on the proposal up front, Juliet is already nodding fervently, hands over her mouth.


To hoots and cheers and applause, we raise our glasses, toasting an engagement and then a birthday. Bea stands, stunned, as people swarm the happy couple with congratulations.


I have no idea what to say.


“Now!” a new woman says, jumping up on the chair Juliet was occupying a minute ago. Her hair is bright blue, a perfect pairing with her peacock mask. “For those of you who don’t know me, I’m Sula, Juliet’s friend!”


Margo wolf-whistles from the middle of the crowd, and Sula gives her a wink.


“Our first game of the night begins now. Let’s get started and give the newly affianced a few minutes to themselves. Jules and Jean-Claude, you’ll lead the search. But first, everyone else, hide. Nowhere is off-limits. Once you’re found, you join the search party, and the last person found wins the grand prize! Go!”









· THREE ·
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I’m extremely competitive, and the point of this game is to be the last one found. But that’s not why I’m using my ultimate hiding spot. I just want to be alone for as long as possible. For once, I couldn’t care less about winning.


There are a dozen little closets in my parents’ big old Georgian. But Jules doesn’t know about this one on the third floor. She’s been too scared, ever since our menacing little sister, Kate—who’s currently halfway across the world and missing this stomach-turning development, the lucky duck—made up a ghost story when we were kids about the third floor that terrified my twin.


If Jules comes up here at all, it will be a desperate last resort, and she definitely won’t be alone.


The broom closet is halfway down the hall of the third floor and blends into the three-quarter wood paneling. But if you have an eye for detail—and I do—you notice the seam along the wood. That’s how I found it twenty years ago.


Pressing softly, I feel the door give, then quietly drag it shut behind me. A tiny plug-in night-light bathes the small space in a faint glow. It smells like lemon furniture polish and sachets of citrus potpourri that Mom nestles into the house’s many nooks and crannies “to keep the place fresh” when they’re gone, which is often. My parents love to travel and spend lots of the year exploring warm corners of the world. They passed that wanderlust on to Kate, who hasn’t been home for longer than a few weeks since the day she graduated college. What I’d give to be in her shoes right now—thousands of miles away from this nonsense.


I mean, engaged. After three months. I know I sound like a cranky old biddy, but come on. Three months!


Taking off my mask, I shut my eyes as I settle onto a box of toilet paper, then hike up my dress so I can spread my legs. It’s too quiet in here. I like ambient quiet—a gentle breeze, the rhythmic crash of ocean waves. But this quiet is empty and painful. The kind of quiet that leaves nothing for me to hear but my too-fast breathing and my pounding heart.


Juliet’s engaged. I rub my hand over my aching chest. It feels cracked open, like there’s no glue to fix it.


Just as the first flood of tears fills my eyes, footsteps tread down the hallway. Soft and steady. They stop right outside the door, and my ears perk at the sound of a hand smoothing over the wood. Seriously? This can’t be happening. No one should have found this.


The door pops open, then slides shut. The closet now brims with the tall, lean form of the last person I expected or wanted to see.


Jamie.


He spins and slaps a hand to his chest when he sees me. “Christ,” he hisses, shutting his eyes. Backing away, he bumps into the built-in shelves, causing an audible thunk.


“Shh,” I whisper-yell. “If you’re going to crash my hiding place, at least be quiet. How did you find this anyway?”


“Everyone’s scared of third floors. It’s a logical place to go.” He adjusts his cuffs until the buttons are exactly halfway across the underside of his wrists. “And Sula—I think it was? Blue hair?—might have mentioned the third floor would be a good option.”


I grit my teeth. It’s got my friends written all over it. They’ve been pushing and nudging us the whole night, since Jules forced our introduction, then Jean-Claude and Christopher hightailed it with her, leaving us alone. Then Margo sent me to the back room on that errand with champagne. Jules put me on Jamie-babysitting duty before her toast. Now Sula’s got him following me after she must have seen me sneaking upstairs. “Those meddling meddlers.”


“Beg your pardon?”


“Nothing,” I tell him. “I’ll go hide somewhere else.” Standing, I reach past Jamie and feel for the small groove in the door that will give me leverage to open it. Except when I try to pry it open, nothing happens.


I try the door again, tugging harder.


And suddenly a wave of warmth, the scent of something much better than furniture polish and potpourri, washes over me. I shut my eyes for just a moment. Damn him. Why does Jamie have to smell like … like walking through a dense forest on a cool, foggy morning? Like sage and cedarwood and rain-drenched earth.


Swallowing, I glance back at him. He’s standing close behind me, frowning at the door.


“What is it?” he says quietly. His breath whispers along my neck. Orange zest and bourbon, the cocktail he had.


I swallow again, feeling the room grow smaller by the second. “It’s stuck.”


“It’s stuck?”


“Yes,” I mutter sourly. “Thanks to you.”


“How? All I did was shut it behind me.”


I spin and face him, which is a mistake. It places our fronts flush against each other, and in this tiny space, there’s nowhere to go. Jamie’s sudden inhale makes his ribs expand, his chest brush against mine. I grip the wall as unwelcome heat floods my veins.


“If you shut it too hard,” I tell him, not bothering to hide the accusation in my voice and trying really hard not to notice how my heart’s now pounding even harder, “it jams sometimes.”


“How was I supposed to know that?”


“You weren’t! You weren’t supposed to be here.” I grit my teeth, battling frustrated tears. I just needed to be alone. Instead, I’m stuck in a closet with this condescending, pretentious, irritatingly attractive tight-ass whom I’ve embarrassingly spilled booze on not once but twice in the same night that my sister got herself engaged out of nowhere to someone I still don’t feel sure I can trust.


And now I’m going to cry in front of him because I honestly can’t take it.


“Are you all right?” Jamie asks softly.


I blink up at him, at a loss for words. Is this … kindness? From the cranky Capricorn?


He peers down at me. “Are you claustrophobic? If I need to, I can probably shoulder it open.”


Shit. Now there’s no chance of holding back tears. I was not prepared to be treated gently. Not by this six-foot-lots-of-inches prickly bespectacled pear. Not when I was hurting and I needed it most.


A squeak slips out. Another squeak. Then a sob that I stifle just in time, clapping a hand over my mouth.


“Oh no,” he whispers, as if to himself. He rips off his mask from the top of his hair and tosses it aside. “Just … please … d-don’t cry.”


Sobs wrack my chest. I hold a hand over my mouth, but it’s a waterfall now. The little makeup that I wear is a drip painting down my face. My nose is running. I am the portrait of emotional disaster.


“I c-can’t stop.”


“All right.” He looks at me with so much concern, it makes me feel even worse. I cry harder. “What—” He swallows nervously. “What will help?”


A hug. A hard squeeze. But I can’t tell him that. I can’t ask him to hold me. So I wrap my arms around myself and tuck my chin, hiding the worst of my tears.


Suddenly he’s closer, the heat of his body pouring over me. “Can I hold you—that is … Do you need to be … held?”


I stare at the ground. Self-conscious. Determined to handle this myself. But I’m shaking with the need for the relief that pressure gives me, the blissful calm that washes over me with a hard, squeezing hug. Reluctantly, I nod.


Without a moment’s pause, Jamie wraps me in his arms, tight to his chest, like he understands exactly what I need. He doesn’t rub my back. His grip isn’t half-assed. The insistent buzzing of my skin starts to ebb. Already I can breathe a little easier, smooshed against him, in a vise grip, my ear over his heart tuned to its drumming beat.


He looks calm and unfazed, but that thundering lub-dub of his heart says he’s feeling far from it. It makes me wonder, if Jamie is that good at appearing fine when he’s actually freaking out, what else is he hiding beneath that pristine surface?


Well, it was pristine. Now it’s a mess, thanks to me.


Pulling back slightly, I dab my eyes and nose, then paw uselessly at his shirt, stained with my mascara, snot, and tears. “Sorry about your shirt,” I whisper, suddenly realizing how close he’s still holding me, how everything in us lines up a little too well.


Jamie seems to have noticed the same thing. His breathing’s changed. So has mine. Faster. Shallow. “What?” he asks, sounding dazed.


“Your shirt,” I tell him, trying to take a steadying breath and immediately regretting that decision, seeing as it forces my breasts to brush against his chest. “I’m sorry about ruining your shirt. This one … and the last one … and your pants.”


An almost smile tugs at his mouth. “That’s all right. I came prepared.”


“Very Boy Scout of you.”


“You’re looking at one.” His tone is as serious as ever, but there’s a faint sparkle in his eyes that’s new, a warmth that matches the kindness he’s just shown me.


It makes me wonder what might have been if we’d seen this side of each other first, if we hadn’t started off so catastrophically. Looking at him now, I experience an odd, absurd hope that in some parallel universe, where the timing wasn’t all wrong, Alternate Bea and Alternate Jamie got it right and are hidden in a little broom closet for the right reasons.


Silence fills the tight space, and it feels like the world spins as our gazes lock for a brief, suspended moment. Jamie’s expression softens. The sharp furrow in his brow fades. The hard, flat line of his mouth surrenders to a faint lopsided tilt. But it’s those eyes I can’t stop staring at. His hazel eyes are a September night—bonfire-smoke rims, irises the color of golden firelight dancing on the last green leaves of summer. They are unfairly lovely.


This is so strange. I’m wedged into a broom closet with the guy I’ve done nothing but clash with all night. And he’s holding me pinned against him. He’s given me comfort.


I wonder if I’ve swapped bodies. If I’m now in that parallel universe, if we’re Alternate Bea and Alternate Jamie, because I’m leaning into him, my hands sliding up his chest, as Jamie exhales slowly—a concerted, steady breath, grappling for control that heats me from head to toe. His grip is tight on my waist, tucking me close.


I have the epiphany amid the lusty haze that Jamie might not just be prickly but maybe a little promising, too. Maybe he’s like my pet hedgehog, Cornelius. I just need to run him a bubble bath, then watch him unfurl and turn cuddly.


Shit. My brain is scrambled now, my legs noodly, picturing that.


Jamie’s nose grazes my hair, and he breathes in like he can’t breathe me in enough. I glance up as he glances down, and our mouths almost brush. Our eyes lock. Are we going to kiss? We’re not going to kiss.


Oh God. Are we?


My gaze shifts to his mouth. His hand slips lower down my back and pins our hips together. He groans right as I whimper.


And the sounds lurch us back to reality, wrenching us from whatever the hell that was. Staggering apart, we ricochet like repellent magnets, Jamie smacking his head on a shelf as I stumble backward and make a pile of towels rain down on us.


“So sorry,” he mutters, staring at me wide-eyed. “I don’t know … I don’t know what I was thinking—”


“Me neither,” I whisper, my cheeks hot with embarrassment.


Before he can respond, the door flies open, Jean-Claude smiling triumphantly with Jules and a crowd behind him. “What is this, eh?”


“Nothing,” Jamie says, not once looking at me as he steps out of the closet like he can’t get out of there fast enough. “Excuse me.” Heading straight for the stairs, he disappears down them.


Nothing. Even though it shouldn’t, his dismissal stings.


I thought I couldn’t be any more humiliated tonight. But, of course, Jamie Westenberg has once again proven me wrong.
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Home in the dark, I lie in bed, staring up at the ceiling. I can’t sleep. When I shut my eyes, all I see is Beatrice in my arms. Those sky-blue-slivered-with-grass-green eyes, cloud gray swirling the perimeter. That delicate ink sweeping over her trapezius muscle, disappearing beneath the plunging neckline of her dress. The fabric cinched at her waist that my hands ached to unzip, to feel every rib, the slope of her hips, then draw her close and—


Meow.


I peer down at my cats at the foot of the bed, twin pairs of lantern eyes in the dark.


“You’re right,” I tell them. “Best to nip that thought in the bud. That woman is a tattooed tornado of flying cocktails and unsolicited astrological commentary. We could not be more different or unsuited.”


And I almost kissed her.


God, what was I thinking? “I wasn’t thinking,” I explain to the cats. “That’s the problem. All the more reason never to see her again.”


The cats let out another pair of meows.


“Well, that’s a fair point. With Jean-Claude and Juliet engaged now, I’m bound to see more of her.” I sigh and scrub my face. “I’ll just have to stay very, very busy with work.”


The cats have no reply to this. I have no answers, either, for this dilemma or for what happened in that closet. We could barely hold a conversation before we were trapped together, and what we did manage was a model social crash-and-burn.


So why did I want to kiss her?


And why did it feel like she wanted to kiss me back?


Groaning, I shut my eyes and begin cataloging every bone of the human body. Usually it puts me right to sleep. A physician’s version of counting sheep.


But even that doesn’t work. Because as I name each one, I picture where they belong on Beatrice.


Clavicle. Shadows kissing her collarbones.


Mandible. Her jaw clenched, pursing her soft lips.


Metacarpal, proximal, middle, distal bones. Her deft hand clasping a champagne glass, assembling crisp crackers and snow-white cheese. One solitary finger sliding through her mouth, sucking off ripe Brie with an erotic pop.


“All right,” I mutter to no one in particular. Definitely not to my cats, still watching me with disapproval in those eyes that remind me of another feline gaze, glowing with disdain.


I throw back the sheets and stand. “Time for a cold shower and refreshing my Latin.”









· FIVE ·
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“Beatrice Adelaide.” On a delay, I process the sparkling jingle that heralds the shop’s door opening and the voice that just said my full name.


Glancing up, I frown at Jules. “What are you doing awake this early?”


“There’s this thing called coffee,” she says. “And an alarm clock.”


Her smile is innocent as she saunters through the Edgy Envelope, Sula’s custom stationery shop, which I manage and design for. But I know my sister better than anyone, and I sniff mischief on her as much as the pastry shop she visited on her way here. She’s up to something. I don’t know what it is, but after a week of poor sleep since that god-awful party, I’m too tired to force it out of her. So I slump back over the antique glass display case littered with my sketchbook and colored micro-tip pens.


Monday mornings are slow, and I usually spend them doodling, brainstorming new ideas. When a customer comes in, I simply slide my artwork off to the side, and no one’s the wiser that Bea, who works at the register, is also the store’s most purchased artist.


“He looks familiar,” Jules says.


“What?”


She nods to the paper beneath my pen. “I said, he looks familiar.”


I peer down at my drawing, then slap my palm over it. It’s the profile of a person who’s not at all responsible for my fitful sleep, whom I definitely haven’t dreamed about every night since we were stuck in a tiny closet together. Whose hands wrapped around my waist, dragging me against his body, which I absolutely have not re-created in my sleepy brain or woken up to the thought of, on the edge of shattering relief.


Because I would never dream about a person who made me feel like dog dirt from the moment of our clashing introduction to his hasty exit, which made me look like a fool.


My sister’s hand creeps toward my sketchbook, and I yank it farther away. “No snooping on my art,” I tell her.


Grinning, Jules spins and wends her way toward my corner of the shop—the Prurient Paper Collection. She picks up a card featuring an intricate floral design and squints. “What’s this one?” she asks.


“Hey, butterfingers, put the card down.”


She flips it over. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”


“I can hear parchment paper crinkling in your pocket and you smell like a chocolate croissant. If you didn’t nab one from Nanette’s before you came here, I’ll buy an underwire bra.”


Laughing, she flips the card back again and turns it sideways.


“JuJu,” I warn, “you smudge it, you buy it.”


Sighing, she snags an envelope along with the card and brings them to the front desk. She slaps both down, leans her elbows on the glass, and sweeps her fingers through the delicate chains hanging from a necklace display.


I swat her hand away. “Must you touch everything?”


“Says the most tactile person I know. Now, tell me”—she taps the card with one perfectly manicured finger—“what is this one?”


I don’t need a second look at the design. Once I conceptualize a piece, it’s in my head forever. “It’s a vulva.”


“No, it’s not!” She spins the card, trying to catch it at an angle that allows her to see the hidden design.


I’m used to this routine. It’s been a year and a half since I expanded my work as an erotic artist, selling private commissions, to my bread and butter: the Prurient Paper Collection. An extensive line of card stock, stationery, and other paper-based art, my Prurient Paper designs include everything from lush nature scenes to abstract geometric art that secretly contains a sensual image.


It started off as a joke when I got outlandishly drunk one movie night with Jules, Sula, and Margo. Sula, who owns the Edgy Envelope, fell in love with the idea of a stationery line that you could gift to your pearl-clutching relative who’d never know what they’d been gifted, as much as to the lover you wanted to know exactly what you were thinking. Now it’s the Edgy Envelope’s bestselling line.


“You’re so good,” Jules mutters. “Think you can work them into my wedding invitations?”


We’re already onto wedding invitations? She got engaged a week ago.


“No chance. Mom’s too quick at spotting them.”


“She doesn’t mind, though. In fact, I’m pretty sure she wishes she could brag about you over ladies’ card night. Even Daddy likes your art.”


“Because he’s hopeless at spotting what’s in it and remains blissfully ignorant.”


Jules smiles. “Exactly. So I won’t take no for an answer. My wedding invitations will be Beatrice Wilmot originals.”


I add her card to my tab on the store’s iPad, which we use for transactions, and charge it to my account. Slipping the card and envelope into one of our slim recycled-paper bags stamped with the Edgy Envelope’s logo, I peer up at Jules, who is indeed sneaking bites of chocolate croissant from her pocket.


“Well, now that we have this bogus purchase out of the way,” I tell her, “to what do I owe the honor of an early Monday morning visit? Shouldn’t you be sleeping still, given you and Jean-Claude were moaning like pandas in heat until three in the morning?”


Jules smiles sheepishly and licks her thumb clean of a gooey fleck of chocolate. “Sorry about that. It’s been a while because our work schedules weren’t syncing. And when I’m keyed up like that I get—”


“Really loud? Yes. Yes, you do. Now, let’s move on from your sex life.”


“Well, you won’t have to know about my sex life much longer. Jean-Claude and I are going to start looking for our own place.”
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