

[image: Illustration]





Praise for The Good Ones Are Taken


“Fresh, sexy, and fun… McCoy always adds depth to stories that makes them impossible to put down.”


—Catherine Adel West, author of The Two Lives of Sara


“A hilariously fresh take on dating in the modern world: the good, the bad, and the love that’s been there all along.”


—Charish Reid, author of Mickey Chambers Shakes It Up


“The hallmarks of a Taj McCoy romance are all here: delicious food, ride-or-die friends, spicy sex, and swoon-worthy love.”


—Danielle Jackson, author of Accidentally in Love


“Taj McCoy’s writing positively crackles with energy, wit and humor. The Good Ones Are Taken is just the right amount of sweet and salty. Delicious like kettle corn. Yum.”


—Jayci Lee, author of Booked on a Feeling


“A heartfelt, delicious, joy-filled, friends-to-lovers journey I’ll never forget!”


—Courtney Kae, author of In the Event of Love


“I laughed, I yelled ‘oh hell no!’ and most importantly, I couldn’t stop smiling anytime the two main characters were with each other. That’s the sign of an incredible love story.”


—Darby Baham, author of Her New York Minute


“What a joy of a book! It’s a novel where our heroine Maggie neither shies away from nuanced conversations nor the heart-thrilling heat of romance. A true HEA!”


—Tif Marcelo, USA TODAY bestselling author of the Heart Resort series


“This book was enchanting and delightful from start to finish.”


—Elle Cruz, author of How to Survive a Modern-Day Fairy Tale


“Taj McCoy speaks TRUTH about the travails of modern dating with sass and heart… A steamy (*fans self*) reminder that the best man for you is sometimes right there all along.”


—Susan Lee, author of Seoulmates and The Name Drop


“A sizzling friends-to-lovers romance that’s as grown and sexy as it is tender and sweet.”


—Myah Ariel, author of When I Think of You


“Sexy, swoon-worthy, and hilarious. The Good Ones Are Taken has a charming heroine with an unforgettable voice and a love triangle that had me turning pages well into the night.”


—Riss M. Neilson, author of A Love Like the Sun









 


 


Also by Taj McCoy


Savvy Sheldon Feels Good as Hell


Zora Books Her Happy Ever After


Edited by Taj McCoy


Even If the Sky is Falling









[image: Illustration]









 


 


RENEGADE BOOKS


First published in the United States in 2024 by Mira


This paperback edition published in 2024 by Renegade Books


Copyright © Taj McCoy 2024


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-1-408-74836-7


Renegade Books


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.dialoguebooks.co.uk


Dialogue, part of Little Brown, Book Group Limited, an Hachette UK company.









To anyone searching for love—you are deserving, you are enough.









CONTENTS


1


2


3


4


5


6


7


8


9


10


11


12


13


14


15


16


17


18


19


20


21


22


23


24


25


26


27


Acknowledgments










1



HER EYES LOCKED WITH ANOTHER PAIR ON THE OTHER side of the bar—deep brown eyes framed with black, curly lashes and bookended with laugh lines. Maggie’s heart flopped in her chest as she inhaled a breath, almost willing the scent of his cologne to travel the fifteen feet to where she sat. He looks like he smells good.


The man looked back at her, eyeing her intently. His long locs were pulled back into a messy bun, random tendrils reaching toward his bearded jawline—a lone streak of silver to one side of his manicured chin. His full lips spread into a wide smile bright enough for a toothpaste ad, and he raised two fingers in the air before beckoning her over. He jutted his thumb toward a booth behind him where the table was set with a bottle of champagne on ice and two empty flutes.


Maggie’s eyebrows shot up, and she pointed at herself. “Me?” she mouthed.


His smile widened and he bit his lip as he nodded slowly. The carnal look in his eyes spread warmth to her belly.


She swiveled her bar stool to the side, a moment from stepping down and crossing the room before she caught a glimpse of the woman standing directly behind her. Late twenties, svelte and a dress that hugged every curve of a Coke-bottle figure. She had deep dimples, and her honey-blond goddess locs were pulled up and away from her face, showing off her sparkling green eyes and fluttering lashes. The woman strode to the other side of the bar confidently in stiletto sandals tied just below muscular calves. The sexy, loc’d-up couple embraced tightly, kissing twice before they slid into the booth and poured themselves some bubbles. They snuggled close as he raised his glass to toast the occasion, his beautiful date beaming as they clinked their glasses together and tenderly locked lips.


Damn. Strike one.


Maggie turned back to face the bar, sipping the final dregs of her cocktail before running her fingers over her glass of water. The ice had melted and the glass was slick with condensation. With the pad of her finger, she drew a figure eight before dabbing it on a cocktail napkin. She opened her mouth to ask the bartender, Matt, for her check when someone spoke behind her.


“Anyone sitting here?” The rich baritone voice sent a delicious shiver down the back of her neck.


Maggie peeked coyly over her shoulder, her right brow arching slightly as her eyes swept over the tall specimen behind her. The man wore a tailored black suit with a loosened silk tie and a white dress shirt unbuttoned at the collar. His easy smile widened as she regarded him. “Seat’s all yours,” she responded slowly, her voice a sultry whisper as she swept a loose coil behind her ear. She turned back toward the counter, sending an amused wink in the direction of the bartender.


“Thanks.” He slid onto the bar stool and unfastened his tie, tucking it into his jacket pocket.


Matt nodded a greeting. “Hey, man, looks like you could use a drink. What can I get you?”


“Yeah, let me get a Maker’s Mark old-fashioned, and another drink for the lady.” The handsome stranger tilted his head in Maggie’s direction, turning to observe her. His salt-and-pepper fade contoured down to a closely cut beard; a few grays speckled the sections framing his mouth.


Matt nodded and set to making the drinks.


Maggie eyed the man next to her, notes of spiced oud and sandalwood invading her senses from his cologne. “Thank you.”


“What you drinkin’?” He crossed his arms, setting his elbows on the bar. He leaned toward her slightly, pointing to her empty cocktail glass.


“A filthy gin martini, extra olives.” She accepted a fresh glass from Matt and took a slow sip, savoring the briny liquid. Her heel crooked over the stool’s footrest, she flexed her foot and then pointed her toe, her feet still sore from enduring a long day of meetings. She’d braved the day in her favorite Cole Haan pumps, mistakenly deciding that she didn’t need to carry her customary pair of flats in her laptop tote. Never again.


“Long day?” She eyed him curiously, the stem of her martini glass between her index and middle fingers, her palm flat against its cool foot. Slowly, she swirled the contents of her drink, her shoulders finally beginning to relax, courtesy of Tanqueray.


He nodded. “You could say that. Divorce mediations. You?”


“Tax attorney, and it’s nearing April.” Maggie sipped slowly, willing the gin not to take hold of her too quickly. “I’m sorry about your marriage.”


His brow lifted. “How did you know the settlement was mine? I could be the attorney.”


She pursed her lips, considering that statement before shrugging a shoulder. “You could, but your thumb keeps rubbing against the space between your middle and ring finger, like you’re missing something.”


The bartender slid over a glass tumbler filled with an oversize ice cube, amber liquid and an orange peel. The man took a big gulp before jutting his chin upward in thanks. “I guess as an attorney, you know all the tells.”


Her face softened slightly. “Not all of them, but I’ve seen enough to know it’s not going well.” She regarded him out of the corner of her eye for a moment. “Sorry.”


His shoulders slumped a little. “Not your fault. All mine, really.” He took another gulp, almost finishing off his drink, gazing at her in her cream pantsuit and camel pumps. He leaned a little closer, his voice barely above a whisper. “This may be forward of me, but you are a very beautiful woman. Would you maybe want to get out of here?” He raised his eyebrows as he pressed his lips together.


Maggie’s eyes widened as she sputtered, almost choking on her cocktail. “Damn, you just go straight for ass, huh?”


Shocked, he laughed awkwardly. “Wow. I’m so sorry. I didn’t think about what I was saying until after it came out of my mouth. Please don’t be offended. I just— My eyes were immediately drawn to you when I walked in and, honestly, I’ve been out of the game for a long time.” He put a hand to his chest as he apologized, frustration furrowing his brows.


Maggie tilted her head as she employed the poker face she used with her clients, her gaze moving back and forth between her drink and the bartender, who had frozen at the proposition. “Well, I appreciate the compliment and the drink, but I’m going to have to pass. I’m not really the type to bust it open when I don’t know your name, we’re not dating and you’re still married. That’s a lot to ask of a stranger.” She shook her head, chronicling this proposition among the many things she intended to share with her girlfriends over dinner. Who does that?


The man pressed his lips together and nodded, chuckling. “You’re right, and I’m sorry. My wife and I, we’ve been living separate lives for a long time, though I can understand why it still sounds fresh. I didn’t mean any harm.”


Maggie smiled down at her drink and flipped her wrist at him. “All good, and thanks for the drink. Honestly, I’m still getting over my own breakup, so I wouldn’t make great company tonight.”


The man turned his entire body to face her, his knee bumping the outside of her thigh. “Do you want to talk about it? I’m obviously not a relationship expert, but I can listen.”


Sweet Jesus, that was not an invitation. She shook her head slowly, her lips pressed together in a tight smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “Not tonight, but thank you.”


It had been a few months since Rob left, and the sting of his betrayal still burned right below the surface of Maggie’s skin. She thought they were getting close to moving in together, but he had already set his sights on someone else. Now she wanted nothing more than to junk punch him in front of his new girl. Too embarrassed by the fact that he chose someone else, she preferred to brood over a cocktail rather than air out her hurt, even though her eyes had opened to the potential for someone new. Just not this guy. Being in the midst of divorce proceedings didn’t exactly signal emotional availability. Now, if only he would take a hint.


The door opened, and a couple of women breezed toward a high-top table in dark corporate suits, their identical bobs parting bone-straight hair with recent highlights. Maggie’s neighbor perked up, and she prayed silently for his departure.


“Will you excuse me? I think I recognize someone,” he murmured, his eyes never leaving the newcomers.


“Of course. Thanks again.” Maggie raised her glass and watched with amusement as he moved quickly across the room and greeted the pair, neither of whom seemed to recognize him. That didn’t stop him from planting himself at their table, oblivious to the panicked look on their faces. Maggie winked at Matt, who rested his hands on the bar, an easy smile spreading across his face. “That was…a lot!” She rested her chin in her hand, shaking her head as she laughed.


He whistled in agreement. “One more for the road, Mags? On me. You deserve it after—” he gestured around chaotically “—whatever that was.”


She grinned. “You know what, Matt? I think that I’m going to save myself from strike three and head on home. Can you cash me out?” She handed money to him to cover her drink and tip.


“You got it.” He moved over to a digital register—a tablet connected to a cash till and a printer. “Thanks, Mags. See you next week?”


“Uh-huh.” Maggie’s eyes were drawn across the bar to the-booth-that-could-have-been: the loc’d couple entwined and oblivious to the world around them. Their lips and hands were in constant movement, connecting fervently, and when they broke apart to breathe, the intensity of their gazes told everyone in the room what time it was. These two were going to ravish each other, probably before they even made it home. Their kisses made Maggie ache low in her stomach.


I want that.


Maggie stepped into her Santa Monica condo and immediately kicked off her shoes as she shut the front door. “Penny!”


The communal living space was open concept—Maggie loved a great room. A giant U-shaped couch faced a mounted flat-screen TV. Behind the sofa, bar stools framed the kitchen island. A floor-to-ceiling wall of windows on one side held bifold doors that led to a long balcony. On the other side of the couch was an eating nook and a hallway leading to Maggie’s bedroom and her home office.


The wood floors felt cool against her aching feet as she removed her blazer and hung it on the back of one of her bar stools. “I know you’re hungry! Where are you?” She crossed into the kitchen, the travertine tiles even colder against her skin. Maggie reached into the pantry for a package of Fancy Feast. “Hmm…what’s on the menu tonight?” she murmured, turning over the small tray of food in her hand. “I’ve got grilled salmon for you! Your favorite…”


“Meow.” A fuzzy shadow of Penny slinking into the living room appeared. No doubt she’d spent most of her day sprawled on Maggie’s king-size bed. A Himalayan with a deep gray face and paws and big blue eyes, Penny’s snub-nosed glare could rival the resting bitch face of any local celebrity avoiding the paparazzi. She’d been a surly kitten when Maggie adopted her—the only one at the shelter who stood away from the others with her incessant “fuck around and find out” expression. A girl after Maggie’s own heart. It was love at first scowl.


“Hello, my lovely. Did you have a good day?” Maggie crooned.


Penny leaped up onto a bar stool and then hoisted herself to the island counter, nuzzling the palm of Maggie’s open hand as she stepped toward her saucer. She tapped a paw on the plate and looked up at Mags as if to say, “What are you waiting for?”


“Okay, okay.” Maggie grabbed a spoon from a drawer and ladled half of the portion in the tray onto Penny’s dish. Once she’d tapped the spoon on the plate to drop the last morsel, Penny licked her lips and went to work. Maggie ran her fingernails along Penny’s back and tail, accumulating a small ball of fur, which she tossed in the trash can under the sink. “We need to have a good brushing session this weekend, ma’am.”


Penny eyed her for a brief moment before returning to her meal. Maggie held up her hands and walked away slowly, heading down the hall to the bedroom. As she walked, she untucked her camisole from her slacks, easing it over her head and throwing it into a hamper in her open walk-in closet. After unzipping her pants, she stepped out of them and dropped them onto a pile of clothes to take to the dry cleaner before walking into her bathroom on the other side of the closet.


She unfastened her bra, relieving her full breasts from their wiry detention, and exhaled happily. Once she brushed and pinned up her hair, wrapping it into a silk scarf, Maggie dropped salts and tulip-scented bubble bath into her tub, running hot water and humming to herself. “Hey, Alexa, play the wind-down playlist.”


“Now playing ‘Wind Down.’”


Goapele’s “Closer” began to play softly through the speakers that Maggie recently had mounted into her walls. She tugged her lacy thong down and off, examined herself in the mirror before washing her face carefully, trying not to disturb her lash extensions. She patted her face dry with a fresh hand towel before easing into her steaming cloud of bubbles, the fragrance and heat easing her muscles as she sat and relaxed. Maggie rested her neck against a soft pillow at the lip of her tub, allowing the hot water and bath salts to melt away her aches and the stress of tax season. Exhaling deeply, she let go of the day, but the couple in the booth clung to the edges of her thoughts, and she wondered what they had gotten into as she lathered her body with a rich cleanser and exfoliating gloves.


After her bath, she sat on a teak bench and slathered body butter over her brown skin, still unable to shake the couple from her mind. Flashes of them kissing and pawing at each other ran through her head, and she closed her eyes, imagining that those lips and hands were on her own body—the two were equally sexy, so she let her mind wander as she considered what it would be like to experience the two of them together. Maggie had never been with a woman, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t thought about it. She pulled a silk robe over her shoulders and padded toward her bed, stooping to pull her favorite purple toy from the bottom drawer of her nightstand.


Maggie climbed on top of the fluffy white comforter and leaned back against her pillows, propped up against her upholstered headboard. Her robe fell open, and she squeezed her eyes shut, imagining the man with his megawatt smile running his lips down her neck to her chest as the tendrils of his hair tickled her bare skin. She grazed the flattened tip of her G-spot stimulator against each spot where she imagined his partner’s lips connecting with her flesh, biting her lip the lower her toy traveled. She eased her legs apart, rubbing the toy against the seam of her folds, allowing it to slicken with the moisture building at her core.


Maggie’s mouth fell open as she gasped, pressing the small round control panel on the front of the device—the toy began to hum at a low frequency. Turning its tip back against her skin, she eased small circles around her clit as she increased the settings with her thumb from a light hum to a heavier pulse. Maggie swore as her hips reacted, winding slowly as her inner thighs began to shake. Delicious pressure and heat began to build at her apex as she undulated against the device. As Maggie’s back began to arch and her head pressed deeper into the pillows, the toy sputtered and stopped abruptly. “What? No!” Maggie shrieked, pressing her face into one of her satin-covered pillows.


Strike three.


Maggie whined, dramatically tossing a pillow across the room before pushing herself off the bed and wrapping her robe around her waist. She trudged back out toward the kitchen, thighs slick with arousal, unable to remember where she’d stashed her charging cable. She grabbed a bag of popcorn from the pantry and threw it into the microwave until the series of pops began to fade. Grumbling, she sat on the couch next to Penny, who had sprawled out on Maggie’s favorite throw blanket.


Penny eyed Maggie before closing her eyes as if to say, “Don’t start none, won’t be none.”


Ignoring the glare, Maggie turned on the television to her favorite comfort show, Living Single. She loved that she could stream it whenever she wanted, and her favorite singles could surely relate to all of the foolery she’d faced that day. She tucked a few kernels of buttery popcorn into her mouth as she watched the scene unfold, but she had forgotten that the last episode she’d started was the series finale. Her mouth dropped open as Kyle and Max happily went home together after accepting that their baby would tie them together forever. And Regine was engaged to her rich guy. And Synclaire and Overton were happy. And now Khadijah finally had Scooter?


“Ugh, all of these bitches end up happy… Where’s mine?”


Penny sat up, her stare shooting daggers in Maggie’s direction for the disturbance. She leaped off the couch and sauntered toward her bed in Maggie’s office, where she could relax in peace.


Maggie watched her leave as her TV auto-streamed The Golden Girls as final credits rolled. Even my TV is judging me. “I’m going to die alone,” she muttered, shoving more popcorn into her mouth.
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“HERE WE GO AGAIN, BACK ON THE DATING MERRY-GO-round.” Maggie sighed into her bourbon old-fashioned. “I can’t believe I’m back on this bullshit.”


Savvy squeezed her shoulder. “It’s going to be okay, sis. Don’t even sweat this. Honestly, I’m surprised you’re still harping about this dude. It’s a minor setback.”


“How is this minor?” She flailed her arms around. “I thought we were gonna move in together, and instead he dumps me. On our anniversary.” Her hands moved to her hair, which she pulled back into a ponytail puff secured by a thick hair band she kept around her wrist. “He was going to be the one.”


“Mmmkay.” Joanie Kotter pulled Maggie’s cocktail across the table and out of reach. “You can’t make someone the one if they don’t actually want that for themselves. Better you know now than after years of marriage and kids. You deserve someone who’s sure.”


Maggie reached across the table for her drink, her long limbs working to her benefit. She squeezed her belly against the edge of the table, her heavy breasts resting on its surface. “I know that, logically, you’re right.” She pouted, her face scrunching up as she began to whine. “Rob wasn’t the one. I can see that now. I just want to wallow for a while anyway.”


“But, ma’am, what’s a while? It’s already been months, Mags,” Savvy emphasized. Her heart-shaped face was framed by a freshly cut bob with textured waves. “It’s time to get over it.”


“And how do you propose that I do that?” Everyone acts like that part is so easy, but it isn’t.


“Get under someone else, Counselor. It wasn’t that long ago that you were pressing me to get over a certain someone, you know.” Savvy’s thick lashes framed her widened eyes. A sarcastic smile spread across her face. “If my memory serves me correctly, I barely had a week before you were trying to get me to create an online profile.”


“Ugh, don’t even think about it. I’m not going to do that.” Maggie gagged at the thought. “I believe in meeting people organically. I am not equipped to handle the nonsense that frolics online.”


Savvy raised an index finger. “And I was? Remember the lizard tongue guy? Spencer still won’t let me live that down.” She curled her fingers around the collar of her blouse and shuddered. “You were the one that talked me into going out with someone from the app so that I could feel like I’d ‘explored my options.’” She used her fingers to quote that last bit, and dammit if she wasn’t right.


“See, but you’re the one percent who had a positive experience. You’re with Spencer now. And stop right there—you didn’t actually meet online, but the fact that you matched online after meeting in real life was like confirmation that it was meant to be.” Maggie shrugged, willing anyone in earshot to pivot the conversation from her love life.


“I thought you said you weren’t going to be about the bullshit?” Savvy’s arched brow indicated her refusal to drop the conversation.


Joanie chuckled, looking between her two best friends, her fiancée, Beth, sitting quietly at her side, enjoying the show. When Savvy and her ex had their falling-out, she’d hired Beth as her personal trainer for some get back, and as their friendship grew and Joanie and Maggie showed support, romance ignited quickly between Beth and Joanie. Joanie only needed a few months to feel certain that Beth was her forever.


Playfully, Joanie raised a fist to the side of her face, pointing her thumb toward her ear and her pinkie to her mouth in a makeshift hand phone. “Hello, Karma? Is that you?” She nodded, as if someone on the other line responded. “Okay, I’ll tell her.” Holding the phone toward Maggie, she grinned. “It’s Karma. She wanted to let you know she’s come back around.”


Maggie slapped her friend’s hand, fighting the urge to smile. “Ha-fucking-ha. Shut up, heffa. This wasn’t supposed to happen! I don’t need to explore my options. I just need ‘the one’ to show up on my front door ready to start our new life. Is that so much to ask?” Realizing her friends were mouthing every word that she said, Beth included, she shifted in her seat. “What, now y’all are psychic?”


“No, bitch, you’ve literally made this speech the last six Fridays in a row.” Joanie took a sip of her peaty scotch. “Frankly, you need a little more flourish, because that soliloquy is getting a bit stale.”


Savvy hid a smile. “And either way, you’re going to start dating.”


Maggie shook her head. If pouting had been an Olympic sport, she’d have a medal. She pouted her way out of tickets, working on the weekends and giving head. Surely Maggie could pout her way out of online dating. “Nope, I refuse.” Her lips pursed, and she hoped her friends could read the words hell no written across her forehead.


“I thought you might say that,” her friend said with a grin. “That’s why I took the liberty of creating a profile for you. Consider this payback for when Jason and I broke up.”


“No.” Maggie faked a tantrum, whining nasally and imitating Kevin Hart’s stand-up. “Please! No. I’m not readyyy.”


“Sorry, babe, we took it to a vote.” Beth rubbed Maggie’s shoulder.


“You voted without me?” She couldn’t decide which offense was worse—that they’d voted on what to do about her love life or that they’d done so without her present.


“Of course we did. You weren’t going to see reason, so we had to do this on your behalf. You’ll thank us later.” Savvy raised her gin and tonic.


“I’ll thank you from hell,” she muttered.


“Phone.” Savvy held out her hand.


“No.” Maggie shielded it from her, but Joanie was too fast.


Snapping up the phone, Joanie tossed it to Savvy. “Seriously, you didn’t give Savvy a choice. What makes you think that you’re any different?”


Maggie’s eyes explored the ceiling. “When are y’all going to accept that I simply know what’s best? For all of us?”


Her friends burst out laughing. Joanie patted the corners of her eyes with her napkin as she tried to catch her breath. “Good one.”


“Chile, please. You better get it together, too, because you’ve got two weddings to attend this year, and we expect you to bring a date for both of them,” Savvy added.


Ugh, can they stop reminding me? She rolled her eyes and pretended to gag. “Yes, yes. By all means, please paint the picture for me again of your fairy-tale love lives. You give me so much hope that I’ll find love again,” she droned, staccato embellishing each syllable.


Joanie leaned close, the perfect spirals of her golden-brown twist-out framing her freckled brown skin. “You betta quit. You were more than happy to volunteer yourself to be the maid of honor in both of our weddings.” She gestured between herself and Savvy, who’d only recently gotten engaged to Spencer. Her diamond ring sparkled every time the light hit it. The ultimate reminder.


Happy as Maggie was for her friends, seeing where they were in their relationships just made her stomach churn. In her mind, the three of them would have been planning their weddings together; she wouldn’t be the odd one out. Too bad Rob had other plans—he’d already moved on to some professional tennis player who decided to give him the time of day. Ugh. Men.


Beth, who’d introduced Maggie to Rob in the first place—they were both tennis coaches—all but disowned him after discovering that he’d ended things to jump into this new fling. She didn’t believe that he’d cheated physically, but there was obviously a connection between the pair before Rob made his move to depart. To Maggie, that still fell into the unfaithful category. He had permission to look, but being emotionally connected to someone else was crossing the line.


Maggie could appreciate that her friends wanted to help her get past a guy who wasn’t worth another thought, and she welcomed help, but she didn’t appreciate the rush. “This is just too fast. I feel like things are still too fresh for me to try to move on.”


Savvy sucked her teeth and glared. “You were with Rob for a year. I was with Jason for over six years, and you wouldn’t let me go two weeks before you set up a Tinder account for me. It’s now been months for you. Kotter, let me borrow your hand phone.” She held her thumb and pinkie toward the profile of her face while staring at Mags, her unamused, deadpan expression giving not one inch. “Hello, Pot? Yes, this is Kettle. You’re black.”


Joanie snorted, covering her face with her hands. Beth put her drink down and bit her lip.


“You’re getting a little too much pleasure out of my pain here, Joanie,” Maggie warned. The daughter of a retired police officer, Joan Kotter had always preferred to be called by her last name. She was constantly using random police jargon that made no sense to anyone but her, but she had a heart of gold and was the epitome of a ride-or-die chick, so she got a pass. Maggie refused to call her friend Kotter; she preferred Joanie because of her obsession with Joni Mitchell after Love, Actually came out.


“Listen, Savvy’s right. You’ve had more than enough time to move forward. And quit playing. You’re over Rob. You want somebody new. But your little plan to just sit around and wait for Prince Charming to show up with a glass slipper that fits one of them big-ass boats you call feet just ain’t gon’ happen.”


“Ugh. Shut up. Maybe I want someone new, but I’m not ready to give up on Prince Charming finding his way to me. It could happen, you know.” Maggie sulked, holding up a hand when Joanie opened her mouth. “Just accept that I am embracing my inner hermit for a while, sis. Soft life. Maybe Prince Charming will randomly be visiting a relative in my building when I am picking up my mail or something.”


“Oh, no, I don’t need Wednesday Addams helping me plan my wedding. I need sassy, energetic, colorful, happy Mags to come back to us. The sprite version who gets her back blown out on the regular.” Savvy pointed. “When you’re in your li’l hermit era, you’re bound to make choices that fit your mood, and I refuse to have an all-dressed-in-black bridal shower.”


She and Spencer had decided to do an intimate backyard wedding followed by an extended honeymoon. Her chef friend, Sarah, was catering, and the entire wedding party and guest count was planned not to exceed forty people. Joanie and Beth were planning something even smaller, a destination wedding that would be just close family and friends willing to fly wherever they ended up. Maggie had scheduled the dress fittings, and she was responsible for helping with invitations, the bridal shower and the bachelorette party. She had enough work to do. Did she really need to find a plus-one?


“Seriously,” Joanie muttered. “When Beth and I asked you for destination wedding suggestions, you actually recommended the tar pits.”


Beth’s lips curved as her eyes swung in Maggie’s direction. “That was…a thought.”


“It was a joke.” Maggie threw up her hands.


Joanie cocked her head to the side. “I believe your exact words were ‘the La Brea Tar Pits are a good place for love to go and die.’”


“Okay, I wasn’t that dramatic, but whatever,” she lied. She had been that dramatic, but she’d die before owning it. Seeing others happy when she wasn’t sucked. It was exponentially worse to be surrounded by lovebirds when vultures and crows would better suit her mood. “Obviously, you should just go somewhere sunny and warm.” She shuddered at the thought of an island getaway.


“Will you come out of your coffin to join us in the light, Dracula?” Savvy poked Maggie’s shoulder, her rich brown skin with a hint of shimmer exposed over the ruffle of her top.


“Ow!”


Ignoring her, Savvy turned to Joanie, her eyes brightening with an idea. “Hey. What if you and Beth do your wedding destination where we’re honeymooning? It would be so fun to have y’all with us!” She and Spencer planned to honeymoon in Thailand—Savvy would connect with a couple of her aunties in Bangkok, but their primary stay would be on the gorgeous island of Phuket.


Joanie sputtered. “That wouldn’t be an imposition for you guys?”


“Of course not! What better way to celebrate love than with more love?”


“Blech,” Maggie muttered, before she felt a sharp kick to her shin. “Ouch! You know, eventually I’m going to have permanent bruising from how often y’all kick me.”


Savvy leaned forward, her eyes sparkling though she spoke menacingly through gritted teeth. “Then don’t give us a reason to kick you, ho.”


Maggie scowled, her glare fixing on her friend. “You know I could take you, right?”


Beth’s and Joanie’s jaws dropped, and their eyes darted around the table as if furniture was about to start moving. Maggie might as well have slapped Savvy with a white glove and proposed a duel.


Savvy’s head tilted slightly, and her eyes narrowed—her lips thinning to a straight line. “You wanna take this outside?”


Damn, she called my bluff. Maggie sat back in her chair. Savvy was sweet as pie, but she was strong as hell. They were roughly the same size—proudly plus—and though Maggie was faster, Savvy was definitely stronger. Maggie would never admit it, but if their trio ever got caught in a scenario where they had to fight, Savvy was the one who would whomp on anyone who threatened their squad until the threat was eliminated. She had the advantage of older brothers who’d been her sparring partners from a young age. Suddenly parched, Maggie sipped her old-fashioned. “Nah, I’m good.”


The other three burst out laughing, Savvy and Joanie slapping each other five. “What were you thinking going up against Savvy?” Joanie asked incredulously.


“Lapse in judgment. I forgot who I was dealing with,” Maggie laughed lightly, waving it off.


Savvy shook her head, her lips curved into a smile. “Well, my dear, I’m glad you got that out of your system. And here you go. Your profile’s been set up and is one click away from going live, so get to swiping.” She tossed Maggie her phone. “You’ll have to be quick to find someone in time for the weddings.”


“Ugh, nine months to find someone I’d be willing to travel internationally with… Do I have to?”


“Yes,” her girls responded in unison.


Maggie clutched imaginary pearls, leaning back from the table. “Really, though, the surround-sound answers?”


“It’s time, sis.” Joanie nodded. “Time to move on, because Rob sure has. Consider this a high priority on your list of maid-of-honor duties.”


“You want to come play some tennis with us? Maybe you could aim a few balls at that shallow prick for opting to be the Stedman of tennis?” Savvy still trained with Beth. When she’d first started sessions, Joanie had joined in, and it wasn’t long until Maggie got roped in for talking too much shit. Even if it was the truth. That’s how she met Rob in the first place. And now it’s Rob and Clara.


The possibility of the two of them being on a neighboring court was too much. “I’ll pass, but if you see him, can you kindly tell him to fuck off?”


“Bet.”


They clinked their glasses together in agreement.


* * *


After arriving home, Maggie kicked off her shoes and plopped down on her sofa. The balcony doors were still folded ajar, and the rustling sound of the evening waves immediately melted her shoulders. Staring at her phone, Maggie read through the profile that Savvy and Joanie had written on her behalf, and she shook her head softly at the content. They made her sound like a legal advocate dynamo—and they weren’t wrong—but the truth was that she was a tax attorney with towering student loans, a mortgage and an addiction to steamy romance novels that made her long for the kind of happily-ever-after that most people assumed was the stuff of fairy tales.


But that was the problem—she knew that fairy-tale love was possible. She’d watched her parents her whole life—high school sweethearts who, as they’d approached their fortieth wedding anniversary, were even more in love than she remembered them being when she was a kid. Sure, they’d gone through a rough patch when she and her siblings left home, and they had to adjust to being empty nesters, but they’d rallied, finding new interests in common and new ways to enjoy each other’s company. They never questioned their willingness to put in the work, and watching their love continue to bloom and grow just made Maggie that much more determined that she’d find her own happily-ever-after someday.


In the end, her mother hadn’t made it to their fortieth anniversary. She’d passed away eight years ago, but even in her final months, she’d been surrounded by love and had time to prepare, having outlived her terminal diagnosis by two years. The way Maggie’s dad had doted on her mom, the way they let go of any petty quibble before it could drain any energy from their day, showed her that even in really hard times, if you remembered who you chose and why you chose them, the tone of the relationship was set for the long haul.


Where is my Prince Charming?


She blinked away tears when her cell phone pinged with an incoming text message.


Garrett: Hey gorgeous, WYD?


Maggie’s lip curled slightly. The first time he’d ever called her gorgeous, they’d had a movie night, and she’d swooned at Dermot Mulroney referring to Julia Roberts in that way, though they were best friends. Garrett started calling Maggie gorgeous to tease her for how mushy she’d been over Dermot, but she dared him to find anyone who didn’t find that man attractive.


It wasn’t lost on Maggie that Garrett’s voice was even deeper and more gravelly than Dermot’s. Her eyes fluttered closed briefly recalling his playful growl that mirrored Dermot’s seemingly smug amusement. G should have gone into voice acting instead of sports journalism. She shook her head before she could fall into a daydream of him reading her favorite erotica and returned to her phone.


Maggie: It’s official. The girls are forcing me to start online dating. UGH.


Garrett: Yikes, LOL. You really called it. We still on for tomorrow?


Maggie and her college best friend, Garrett, had a standing date on Saturday nights to order takeout and watch a movie. They’d started enjoying movies together years ago, with it becoming more frequent after he finished grad school and moved back to Los Angeles, though making it weekly was a newer development. It was Maggie’s turn to pick a movie, and she relished opportunities to make Garrett watch romantic comedies with her. He teased her about it endlessly, because no one would guess from her demeanor how sappy she got over happily-ever-afters. A huge fan of action series like Die Hard, Fast and Furious, or just about anything involving Jason Statham or Gerard Butler, he only ever wanted to watch movies with some epic chase or fight scene. Boring.


Maggie: Of course! You know it’s my turn, right?


Garrett: What are you going to make me suffer through this time? Please don’t make me sit through Pride and Prejudice for the 600th time… Can we at least watch something with some representation?


Maggie: Hmmm… How about Just Wright? Common does the sports.


Garrett: See… You know it’s called basketball. SMH. What do you want me to pick up?


Maggie: I’ve got food covered this week—Savvy cooked up too much food and told me to pick some up.


Garrett: Please tell me she made oxtails…


Maggie: IKR, I wish! Nah, she was trying out a bunch of recipes for her next cookbook, so she said she’d surprise us.


Garrett: Gotcha. I’ll bring some wine.


Maggie: Bet.


She set down her phone, leaning back against plush throw pillows. Her eyes closed briefly before fluttering open again at the sound of her phone.


Garrett: Don’t get too swipe happy over there. [image: Illustration]


Maggie: I’m dreading it, tbh.


Garrett: We can look at some together tomorrow.


Maggie: Thanks, love. See you soon.


Maggie looked out toward the ocean. Why can’t I find a good guy like Garrett?


Back at Georgetown, they’d met freshman year commiserating over an Intro to Journalism class with a professor who had an affinity for redlining. Garrett was a lanky nerd in metal retainers and oversize basketball shorts, and she’d had her eyes set on the star football player who was two years older. Too bad her crush wanted nothing more than late-night benefits and lost interest in her within a couple of weeks. She’d been decimated, and Garrett had been the friend whose shoulder she had cried on, since Savvy and Joan were both on the West Coast at UCLA. Of course, her girls had threatened to fly out to DC and castrate the fool who’d rejected their beloved Mags, but she soon moved on, rebounding and dating Garrett’s roommate, Kyle, for most of college. Kyle was on track and field, same as Maggie, and he appealed to her competitive side.


Garrett dated women on and off, but never for long, and whenever Mags was visiting Kyle, she’d often stay over and then study with Garrett, the aspiring sports journalist, offering to proofread his articles and essays in exchange for a home-cooked meal. Cooking was never Maggie’s ministry, and Garrett’s Southern upbringing had included learning how to cook some of his mom’s best recipes. After a while they settled into a routine, and Kyle settled down with someone else. She never missed him once they’d called it quits—she’d spent more of her quality time and energy with Garrett anyway, so they simply relocated their hangout spot to her place to avoid upsetting Kyle’s new boo.


They’d never dated, but that was by design—after the roommate debacle, Maggie and Garrett agreed one night that the friendship they’d built was far more important to the both of them than some fling. Neither of them wanted to risk losing the other. Sure, Garrett was attractive, supersmart, generous and genuinely an all-around good guy, but after watching him date for two decades, Maggie was certain they’d never have worked—he had the attention span of a gnat.


At present, Garrett was dating some cute yoga instructor that he’d met through his childhood friend Kenny. He always fell into the same cycle—meeting someone that he immediately wanted to bed but could never take home to his mom. As a sports journalist with dreams of eventually becoming a broadcaster and a connection to ESPN that was getting stronger by the day, he attracted a lot of women who were along the periphery of the industry looking for a come up.


That was one thing about people in LA—everyone was trying to get ahead and genuine connections could be hard to come by. If Maggie remembered correctly, Garrett and his current significant other were nearing their three-month mark, which meant that she was probably showing her true colors and he was getting close to letting her go. Besides, he and a colleague were starting their sports podcast, and his articles on the upcoming NBA players’ strike were starting to pick up steam. He didn’t have time to try to help her find celebrity athletes to plug her yoga retreat.


Maggie shook her head, not out of disapproval, but because she wanted her best friend to find some happiness and stability—things that she craved for herself. She figured if she couldn’t have those things, then the people around her should so that she could live vicariously. Though jealously.


Picking up her phone, she opened the dating app and scrolled through her profile, making changes and adding preferences so that she could tell her friends she was making an effort. As soon as she published her profile, she started getting notifications to tell her that she was being “liked” by potential Prince Charmings. Tentatively, she began swiping, mostly left. The first few “princes” didn’t seem promising. Where do I even start?


Finally, she eyed a profile for a handsome man who did copywriting for an educational company. His eyes crinkled at the corners, and his low fade had a faint sprinkling of gray visible in the waves of his hair. She scanned through his profile, where he described himself as “ambitious but chill” and “the rare good guy looking to settle down.” Heaving a deep sigh, she decided to take a chance and swipe right.


“It’s time.”
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AFTER RUNNING A COUPLE OF MILES ON SATURDAY morning and doing her normal strength routine of squats, lunges, planks and push-ups, Maggie stopped by Savvy’s house to love on her best friend and praise her incredible cooking skills. Savvy’s response was to load Maggie’s car with three bags of food—enough to feed an army—complete with heating instructions and recommendations for wine pairings. An accomplished home cook, Savvy was working on her second cookbook with a popular local chef, and they’d spent all day Friday testing recipes. Maggie loved recipe test days, because she could barely boil water. She’d survived law school on coffee and free pizza from lunchtime student org meetings.


At home, Maggie put away all of the food, hopped in the shower and exfoliated her deep brown skin. Her coils were safely wrapped and tied under a shower cap, and she washed her face and took her time, allowing the steam to open her pores before she lathered her body in an almond-scented bath oil and stepped into the path of her high-pressure showerhead. As the almost-scalding water kneaded and melted away any stress from her shoulders, the scents from the bunches of lavender and eucalyptus hanging from the showerhead permeated her senses.
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