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To all the women who have had their hearts shattered. Trust me, you will be stronger in the end.



one
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TESSA

My phone dings with that high-pitched tinggg of an incoming text message. I ignore it, focusing on the road instead.

My Jaguar smells like feet, carnival food, and . . . what is that? Gouda? Ball sweat? I glance into the rearview mirror and meet the hazel gaze of my middle child, Connor, his tawny-brown hair mussed from sleeping. At eighteen, with his teenage hormones, lack of concern for cleanliness, and endless appetite, he’s the most likely culprit.

“Con, why does it smell like hot dogs in here?” My fingers are numb on the wheel, a product of driving two hundred and fifty miles to Atlanta, and I flex them tiredly. Thank Jesus, we’re almost there.

Connor yawns and shoves his sleeping sister off him. Ava slumps against the door instead, without even waking up, another gift of being a teenager. At fifteen, she sleeps without a care in the world.

The back seat is loaded down with pillows, blankets, and everything the two of them could possibly need for three weeks at their grandparents’, a yearly trip that, thankfully, they haven’t outgrown. It would crush my parents otherwise.

Connor holds up a sack of corn chips. “Maybe it’s this.” He lifts his long, tanned leg high in the air and wiggles his bare toes. “Or this.” He cackles.

I sigh. “Did you get crumbs everywhere?”

“Probably,” he answers cheerfully. “Are we almost there?”

“Yep. About ten minutes. Can you wake your sister?”

I regret the words as soon as they’re out of my mouth. Connor grabs a pillow and tackles Ava with it, covering her head and jabbing his strong fingers into her rib cage until she shrieks.

“Mom!” she screams, gasping for air. “Make him stop. God, get off, Connor.”

“Kids, we’re almost there. Give me a break, please.”

They roughhouse for a minute or two more and then sit back on their respective sides of the car.

“Thank you,” I tell them. Ava is grumbling, trying to fix her long hair, the exact same shade as Connor’s, which is the exact shade of my husband’s.

“You’re a beast,” she announces to her brother. He laughs, unconcerned.

I nose the car down the road, a shadowy lane covered by a canopy of oak trees draped in Spanish moss, that leads to my childhood home. It is the quintessential depiction of picturesque southern living.

Three more minutes.

My phone buzzes again in my purse against the floorboard. I fight the urge to grab it. My type-A personality makes it hard not to deal with things immediately as they come in, but I made a promise to the kids years ago that I wouldn’t look at my phone in the car, not even at red lights. I have to set a good example. No texting and driving. It’s hard, though. Between my business and my kids and my husband and my mom . . . my phone has become an appendage.

“Oh my God. Connor!” Ava covers her nose with a blanket and buries her head beneath it, and before I can even ask, I smell the answer.

“Connor,” I groan. “We’re almost there. Hold it in!”

Connor shrugs. “You shouldn’t have stopped for burritos for lunch,” he tells me. “Oh, hey! There’s Pops!”

I turn my attention from the rancid odor to my dad, who is bending over a rosebush in the front yard. He straightens as we pull into the drive, and his wrinkled face stretches into a grin.Warmth floods my belly at the sight of him, familiar and tall.

Ava leaps out of the car and bounds into his arms. Connor isn’t far behind. If nothing else, my kids are affectionate. I park the car and get out, stretching my legs and rubbing my back. I’m definitely not twenty anymore. My body feels every mile of this road trip.

“Peanut!” Dad calls to me. I love that he stills uses my childhood name. I’m forty years old, but to my father, I’ll forever be a little girl with pigtails and a red Kool-Aid mustache.

“Daddy.” I breathe in deeply as he hugs me tight. He smells like peppermint, as always. I hear my mom on the front porch, and soon, we’re all tumbling inside, chattering as we drag in the kids’ luggage.

“I’m so disappointed Colt couldn’t come this year,” my mom clucks, her finely arched eyebrows knit together. “He’s in college, not on the moon. Colleges let out for the summer.”

“Mom, he has an internship,” I remind her. “It’s a huge opportunity. He couldn’t pass it up.”

“But what about his meds?” she asks, and her voice is a bit thin. She’s worried, like I was when Colt first pitched the idea to Ethan and me. “What if he forgets?”

“Mom, he won’t. He’s been taking them his entire life. And he knows what happens if he doesn’t.”

He knows he could die.

“Nonnie, he misses you,” my daughter assures her. “He hates that this is the first summer he won’t be here. He wants us to FaceTime him tonight.”

That appeases my mom, but she sniffs. “You’ll have to help,” she tells Ava. “I don’t know how to do that.” She bustles into the kitchen, and my dad looks at me.

“You’re not staying overnight, are you?” he asks, noticing that amid the mountain of luggage, there isn’t a suitcase for me.

“I can’t, Dad. Ethan will be home tonight. He’s been in New York for a couple of weeks, and we’re going to spend the weekend together. It’s been a long time. We need it, trust me.”

Dad nods, understanding like always. “Ethan does work hard,” he agrees. “And so do you. Don’t forget to slow down sometimes.”

“I won’t, Dad.”

My phone rings in my pocket, and my dad stares pointedly at me. I grimace and look at the screen. It’s my assistant. I let it go to voicemail.

“Daddy, I love you,” I say and kiss his cheek. He grins.

“Nice try, but that’s not gonna work,” he answers. “I’m not gonna be the one to tell your mom.”

I groan as my father pulls me into the kitchen. He opens their fridge, pours me freshly squeezed lemonade, and pushes it into my hands. Then he sits on a stool at the breakfast bar and waits . . . for the show, I assume.

I sigh.

My mother is putting together thick ham and cheese sandwiches for the kids, because she always thinks I don’t feed them enough. Neither of my ingrates have bothered to tell her that they’ve eaten twice already on the five-hour trip from Florida. Ava winks at me behind my mom’s back, and I roll my eyes.

Good lord.

“Do you want one, Tessa?” my mother asks, piling a thick layer of tomatoes and lettuce on the sandwiches. Ava, who would complain incessantly about those vegetables at home, keeps silent, angelic.

“No, thanks, Mom,” I answer. “I . . . um . . .”

“Mom has to go straight home,” Ava interrupts. “She’s going to meet Dad.”

My mom stops what she’s doing.

“What do you mean, you have to meet Ethan? Where is he?”

Her brown eyes bore into my own, and I swallow hard. Why is it that even at forty, my mom’s judgment still makes me squirm?

“He’s been in New York working on a project,” I answer calmly. “You know he has to travel.”

She goes back to the sandwiches, obvious disapproval plastered on her face. Through pinched lips, she mutters, “You need to watch that.”

“Watch what, Mom?” I ask, unable to keep the humor out of my voice. She pauses and lifts an eyebrow sharply.

“You need to take care of your husband, Tessa. You get too distracted with your job. You have to take care of him, too!”

My head almost snaps back.

“How is his business trip somehow a reflection on me?” I ask incredulously. “He’s the one with the projects in New York, Mom.”

“And you’re the one who was out in LA a few weeks ago,” she counters, slapping the tops on the sandwiches and handing one to each kid. My dad holds out a hand, and she ignores him. “You’re the one who was in Hong Kong the month before that.”

“Only for a week,” I say slowly. “Ethan was home with the kids. I have a company to run, too, Mom, and I’ve worked hard to get it where it is today. Are you saying that since Ethan has to travel so much, I should stay at home and give up my dreams?”

Mom sighs and washes the knife in the sink.

“Why do you have to make everything so dramatic?” she asks with a sigh. “I’m not saying you should give anything up. But when you started your business . . . it was supposed to be little. A small home-based thing where you could make some money when the kids were young. It wasn’t meant to become this huge company that takes you away from your family all the time.”

I’m sputtering, trying to think of a counter argument for my mother’s old-fashioned ideas, when Connor speaks up, his mouth full of ham.

“Nonnie, honestly, we don’t mind. When she’s gone, we get to order out. It’s a win-win.”

My mother turns to stare at me.

“See? Your kids have to order out when you’re gone. They’re going to grow up with brittle bones.”

I look at Connor and Ava, at their long limbs and strong, lean bodies, both the product of school athletics and surfing, and level a gaze at my mother.

“They’re hardly malnourished, Mom.” I clear my throat and weigh my words before I continue. “First, you’re right. I started out making organic makeup in my house because I wanted a side business to feel like I was contributing to the family. I know you know what it’s like to not help financially, and I didn’t want that stress.”

My mom has the grace to flush. She was a stay-at-home mom for years, and while she loved being with my brother and me, she has mentioned that she would’ve liked to have taken a bit of the burden off my father.

“Second,” I continue. “There was—and is—a need. Women really do care what they put into their bodies. They want choices. They want to know that the stuff they’re putting on their skin isn’t full of chemicals or being cruelly tested on animals.”

“So you’re saying you built this huge company for altruistic reasons?” my mom asks, still flushed. I cringe a little because I probably shouldn’t have called her out like that. I know she’s sensitive about it.

“No, of course not,” I admit. “I do want to make a difference, and I do want women to have a healthy choice. But I also want to make money. I want to be successful. That’s not a crime, Mom.”

“Blush made eighty-seven million last year,” Ava breaks in. She’s proud of me, and that calms my ruffled feathers. I’m driven by a need to be a positive example for my daughter, and I want her to know she can do anything she sets her mind to.

“That’s gross sales, honey,” I remind her. “That’s before all of the expenses and stuff are taken out.”

“Still,” she says firmly. “Mom’s a rock star. She got interviewed in Marie Claire last month.”

I blush and shake my head. “Okay, enough shop talk!” I tell them. “Suffice it to say, Mom, that I have a good job. I’ve worked for it, and my kids are not neglected.”

My mother sniffs again. “Well, I should hope not. That’s not the way you were raised.”

My father glances over his shoulder, away from where he is making his own sandwich. “Peanut, looks like there are storm clouds rolling in. If you’re going to head home tonight, you might want to go now.”

I look out the window, and sure enough, the sky is darkening.

“Okay. Come here, kids.” I open my arms, and they both fold in. Ava is almost as tall as me, but Connor, at six feet, four inches, towers over us. He doesn’t hesitate to wrap his arms around both of us, and I feel the tension draining away as I release the power of my mom’s words. I’m raising my kids differently than she raised me, but they’re turning out pretty amazing. I feel their hearts beating next to mine at this very second.

I kiss them both.

“I love you guys,” I tell them as I breathe in the scent of my daughter’s strawberry shampoo. “More than life. Connor, don’t antagonize your sister. Ava, get out of bed before noon. Promise?”

They sort of nod and sort of ignore me before going back to their sandwiches and chattering with my dad.

I turn to my mom. “Mom, thank you for having the kids. I hope you have a great time.”

She nods, and despite her standoffishness, I still hug her.

“I love you guys,” I call as I turn to leave. My mom doesn’t say it back, because she’s uncomfortable with emotion, but my dad and the kids do. I don’t hold it against her. She comes from a long line of distant women who don’t wear their feelings on their sleeves. Never let them see you sweat, dear, or they’ll think they have the power. I’ve heard that for as long as I can remember. And honestly, it does come in handy sometimes, in business.

When I’m back in the car, I check my phone. Two missed calls from Ethan and more than a few missed calls from my assistant, Carrie, followed up by texts.

Have you decided on the new colors for the fall lipstick palette? We need to get them to the printer for the catalogue.

Tessa! Are you ignoring me?

I answer quickly, eyeing the approaching storm. Thunder booms as I type a response. Yes, I’ve decided. I’ll email you tonight when I get home.

I dial Ethan’s number. It rings and rings and goes to voicemail.

He must already be on the plane.

“Hey, babe. I’m just leaving my folks’ house. I’ll be home in a few hours. Love you!”

I drop my phone back into my purse and roll the windows down for the first mile or two to air the car out. The scent of the storm chasing me fills the car with earthy cleanliness, eliminating all traces of Connor’s lunch.

I lean my head back and drive in silence, the first I’ve had in weeks and a luxury I don’t usually enjoy. For once, I don’t feel guilty for buying such an expensive car for myself. The butter-soft leather seat enveloping me into its softness really does take the sting out of a long trip. It’s not like we can’t afford it. I was just raised to not be extravagant, and sometimes, our lifestyle makes me feel guilty when it shouldn’t. We’ve worked hard for what we have.

I drive in silence until I’ve only got forty-five minutes to go and can’t stand it any longer. Reaching down, I turn on the radio.

It doesn’t take long to hear the news.

“Tropical Storm Fiona has taken a turn and is projected to be a category two hurricane by midnight. It will hit landfall by morning and will likely become a category three by then.”

Damn it. I thought it was just a normal summer storm. I’d been so distracted getting the kids ready to go, I hadn’t even been paying attention. I groan aloud and break my own rule about using the phone in the car. I jab a button on the steering wheel and use voice command.

“Call Ethan,” I instruct. The phone rings over Bluetooth, and I expect to get my husband’s voicemail. But I don’t. He answers on the fifth ring, out of breath.

“Hey, honey,” he greets me.

“Hey,” I answer, startled. “I thought you were on the plane.”

“Then why are you calling me?” he teases. I roll my eyes.

“I was just going to leave you a message. That tropical storm is turning into a hurricane. I’m about forty-five minutes from home. Did your flight get delayed?”

“Errr, no,” Ethan answers, hesitant now. I recognize the tone when he doesn’t want to tell me something, and I tense up immediately.

“What?” I demand.

“I have to stay another day.”

“What? Why? Ethan . . . we were supposed to spend the weekend together. We haven’t been able to for a hundred years, and now there’s a storm . . . and I’ll have to take care of everything myself!”

I’m annoyed, and before I even hear his reply, I know what he’s going to say.

He has to work. Again.

And while I should understand, because I’m busy, too, it seems that he’s been busier and busier lately. And I’ve been left more and more often to do everything on the home front.

“Babe, I was able to get a meeting to bid for that project in Charleston. The investor is here in the city for tonight only. It’s a thirty-million-dollar job.”

He’s earnest and he’s right. But I’m annoyed anyway.

I think of the work to be done at home, the emails I need to answer, the calls I need to make because of the fall catalogue, and none of it can wait. It wears me out just thinking about it, especially since I’ve been on the road all day and my forty-year-old bones are stiff.

“I’d been planning to finish work up tonight and then take the rest of the weekend off with you,” I tell him, unable to keep the disappointment out of my voice. “I got special underwear and everything.”

“Now you have my attention.”

“I should hope so. But now I have to stormproof the house.”

“Babe, I’m really sorry,” Ethan says, and I can tell he’s sincere. “I swear, I’ll make it up to you. A back rub, foot rub, breakfast in bed, whatever you want. I’ll even model your new underwear for you if you want.”

The thought of my manly husband prancing around in lacy black underthings makes me burst out laughing. He laughs, too, and he knows he’s forgiven.

“Fine, whatever,” I finally say, trying to be annoyed again. “But you know that if it really does turn into a hurricane, flights will be canceled tomorrow. You’ll miss the whole weekend.”

“I’m sorry,” he tells me softly. “I really am. I love you. I’ll get home as soon as I can. I promise.”

“Okay,” I relent. As I always do. I love him, his mossy hazel eyes, tanned skin, long legs, and cocky grin. I’ve loved him since the moment I laid eyes on him my freshman year in college. “You owe me, though,” I grumble.

He laughs. “I always owe you.” I have to agree on that one. “Hey, drive safely,” he says, serious now. “Is it raining yet?”

As if on cue, fat raindrops start hitting the windshield.

“Yep,” I answer.

“Okay. Pay attention to the road. I’ll call Colt and make sure he’s good for the weekend, that he’s got enough meds and food and whatnot. You know he’s safe in the FSU dorms, so don’t worry about that. The worst that can happen is their power will go out.”

“I know,” I tell him. “He’ll be fine. Just remind him to make sure he has enough meds to last the entire weekend just in case.”

“I will. Don’t worry. Call me when you get home.”

“I will. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

I press End, and the rain gets worse. The thing about Florida is that a storm can go from nothing to something to all hell is breaking loose in no time at all. The radio plays on, warning about the dangers of the coming storm.

“Winds from Fiona are currently clocking in at seventy-five miles per hour,” the weatherman announces. “This storm has the potential to be very dangerous. Watch the storm cone, and if you are in the affected area, take immediate precautions.”

By the time I take the exit for Santa Rosa Beach, I’m already in storm mode and thinking about the provisions I have at home. I know we’ve got cases of water in the garage, extra batteries on hand for the flashlights, and canned soup in the pantry, so I don’t need to stop at the store. I head for home, listening to the rushing water hit the bottom of my car doors.

Freaking Mother Nature.

When I turn down the long, lonely road that leads to our house, I see a pair of headlights emerge from the opposite direction, and I recognize my neighbor Millie’s car. I edge to a stop and roll my window down as the rain pelts in.

“Are you leaving?” I yell above the din, the rain soaking my hair and the inside of my car.

She nods, trying to shield her face. “Ed’s already up north, so I’m going to head up there for the week. Susan and Bob left this morning. You’re not leaving? They say this might be a big one, maybe even a cat four or five. Where’s Ethan?”

“New York.”

“You should go, Tess,” she urges. “You’ll be alone here. Everyone on the street is gone.”

The rain pelts harder now, and it makes no sense to keep trying to talk.

“Be safe, Millie!”

She waves at me, and I roll my window up. Son of a bitch.

My tires slide a little, hydroplaning before the rubber finally catches, and I turn onto my brick driveway. My home rises out of the ground in a giant mass of stucco and windows, and the realization that I’ll be weathering a hurricane alone suddenly hits me.

For a brief minute, I ponder turning around and heading inland somewhere, anywhere, but the rain has gotten so heavy that I can’t even see Millie’s taillights. And the storm isn’t even inland yet. It really wouldn’t be safe. Plus, I’ve weathered a dozen storms over the past few years. It doesn’t matter that I’m alone.

I open the garage door and pull inside, and instantly, the noise stops. I exhale, then shiver as goosebumps form on both of my arms, from elbow to shoulder.

I wipe down the inside of my car door, running a towel over the Italian leather, and then stare out through the open garage door.

Everything is whitish gray, and the rain hits the ground so hard it bounces and looks like hail.

I sigh as the thunder booms, shaking the ground beneath my feet, and I take one brief moment to feel sorry for myself before I get to work.

As an architect, Ethan designed us a beautiful house that graces the bluffs overlooking the ocean.

But it has forty-five windows.

Forty-five.

Which means I’ll have to climb the giant extension ladder forty-five times in the pouring rain. I’m cursing Ethan’s name already.

The ladder is heavy, but I manage to pull it down from the hooks in the garage and drag it around the side of the house, something that is usually a two-person job. My hands are slippery as I climb the metal rungs, but I get to the top, pull the shutters closed on Ava’s bedroom window, and slide the reinforcement bar across them. I step down, and slip. Startled, I grab at the ladder and hang on for dear life. It’s wobbly because I didn’t wedge it very well at the bottom. Because, usually, there’s someone down there holding it.

Son of a bitch.

I steady myself, climb down amid the wind that threatens to blow me off, and start again. I’m on autopilot, and it takes me an hour.

On my last window, there is a crack of lightning so close that I feel my life flash before my eyes, and I scramble down from the metal ladder as fast as I can. I want to leave it here, instead of lugging it back inside the garage, but with gale-force winds, it could become a projectile and blow through my shutters. So, summoning the last bit of my strength, I drag it to the garage and collapse on the steps that lead into the house.

My legs are rubbery, my arms are shaking, and dear God, I’m tired. When I open my eyes, the two shiny gas cans catch my eye. A bad feeling sinks in as I stand up, walk over, and shake one, finding it empty. Hesitantly, I lift the other.

Also empty.

Goddamnit. The generator won’t have gas. Ethan left the cans empty. During hurricane season. What was he thinking?

I pull my phone out of my wet pocket, and dial his number with fingers so tired, they shake. I get his voicemail.

“I’m home. I got all the shutters closed, but you left the gas cans empty.” I can’t keep the accusation out of my voice. If I lose power—and I will—I’ll be the one here in the dark alone. He’ll be living it up in New York in a posh hotel room with A/C. “Anyway, I’m home. Call me when you can.”

I hang up and head for a hot shower. Without a generator, it might be the last one I get with the lights on for a day or two. There’s nothing worse than showering in the pitch black.

I head for our room at the end of the hall, just past the living room. The master bedroom took Ethan the longest to design. It faces the ocean, with magnificent views of the water. Normally. Right now, the shutters are closed, boxing me in. I flip on the light, and a soft romantic glow emits from the tray ceiling, a feature Ethan is proud of.

I strip off my soaked clothing and drop them in a heap on the stone tiles of the walk-in shower.

Standing with my hands against the stone, I allow the hot water from all four showerheads to beat down on my shoulders and back, warming me up. I usually only use one because it makes me feel guilty to use all of that water. But with the rain pelting down outside like it is, I doubt it’s a problem.

Twenty minutes later, I pull on yoga pants and a soft shirt and towel-dry my blond hair.

Padding down the hall, the house seems like a massive mausoleum, devoid of outside light. I feel so secluded, like I’m in a bubble, and when I lose power, it will feel even more so. My hands are still shaky from climbing the ladder when I pour a glass of wine and gather some candles and the long-handled lighter.

I’m listening to the ocean slam into the beach and the wind howl against the house, when my phone rings.

“Mom, are you okay?” Ava asks worriedly. “We’ve been watching the weather. It’s gonna get bad.”

“I know, honey. But I’ve gotten the house all closed up, and I’m fine,” I assure her. “Don’t worry.”

“What about Colt, though?”

“He’ll be safe and sound in his dorm room. Don’t worry.”

As we talk, I walk around, hunting for my iPad so I can answer emails and charge my phone when Ava and I hang up. But I don’t see it anywhere.

“Sweetheart, have you seen my iPad?”

She’s silent for a beat. “Um, I have it.”

“You packed mine? Why not your own?”

“Because I couldn’t find mine.”

“Again? Ava, you have to take better care of your stuff.”

“I know, I’m sorry, Mama.” She always breaks out the “mama” when she’s in trouble or wants something, and honestly, it usually works. “I should let you go so you can finish prepping. Stay safe, okay?”

“I love you, Ava. Don’t worry. Everything is fine. But when you get home, you’re finding that iPad.”

I hang up, plug my phone into an outlet in the kitchen, and head to Ethan’s study to get his iPad. I find it balanced on a stack of file folders on his desk, and I grab it, heading back out to the living room.

I switch on the lamps, curl up on the sofa, and pull a blanket over my lap as his iPad dings with an incoming text message, that oh-so-familiar tinggg.

In a trained response to that sound, I look at the message.

And then I freeze.

I want to fuck you. When can I see you again?

The next moment is simultaneously confusing and crystal clear. My mind is bending and freezing everything in place as I struggle to comprehend what I’m looking at, because the text isn’t for me.

I scroll through the thread and find several pictures of a young, fit, and naked woman. And the texts . . . from her to him, from him to her . . . streaming in from Ethan’s iPhone, which is paired with this iPad.

The room spins as reality sinks in.

This can’t be real. But I’m staring at the words, at the proof, and my stomach heaves.

My husband is having an affair.



two

[image: line]

LINDSEY

I look at the lingerie I’ve laid out on the bed. Red, scalloped, and lacy, it will accent my hips and flat stomach. I’ve lathered on vanilla lotion—they say vanilla is an aphrodisiac for men, and if that’s true, he won’t be able to keep his hands off me.

Given our texts over the past couple of weeks, I doubt we’ll need much help in that department, but this is the first time I’ll be meeting Nicholas in person. I don’t want to take any chances.

I grab my purse and head out the door, pausing only to google the address of the bar where Nicholas wants to meet.

My phone is on my lap when his text comes in. I look at it and smile.

Is it dumb that I’m nervous?

Hell, no. I’m nervous, too. What if he’s not who he’s pretending to be? What if I’ve been catfished? I don’t say these things, though. Because I want the appearance of total confidence.

I prop my phone on my steering wheel so I can answer and still see the road.

It’s flattering, I reply. I’ll be there in ten. I promise I won’t bite. Probably. [image: emoji: winky face]

My heart lifts as I continue driving. He’s definitely into me. My radar wasn’t off. I look down at my phone again and see my destination is 0.2 miles away on my right.

I look around, confused. There’s nothing here but a dilapidated old building in a dusty parking lot. He said it was a hole in the wall, but to say it’s out of the way is an understatement. It’s small, dingy, and two of the lights in the Miller Lite sign in the window are out. “Miler Lie.” A runner with secrets.

I park in front of the building, step out of my car, and examine myself in the car window.

Red blouse with a plunging neckline, black pencil skirt, red lipstick. My long hair is flowing over my shoulders in a caramel cascade. I look soft, classy. I smile at myself, steel my nerves, and march into the bar.

It takes a minute for my eyes to adjust to the darkness inside, and I take in the room: cracked vinyl booths, tattered pool tables, a long bar up front with a neon Michelob sign above it.

I notice an old man with cloudy eyes and a rugged face staring at me. I’m startled for a minute. Is that him?

But he looks away, losing interest. I breathe a sigh of relief. It’s not.

The bartender looks at me, and Nicholas isn’t here.

What if he’s really not who he was pretending to be, chickened out, and isn’t coming? What if he’s just some guy who wants to sext, but never really meet in person? I take another deep breath. I’m being stupid. He’ll come. Of course he’ll come.

I choose the cleanest table and take a seat, hanging my purse over the chair and primly crossing my high heels on the scuffed floor.

The bartender rounds the end of the bar, his damp towel sticking out of his back pocket, and approaches me.

“What can I get ya?” He eyes me, trying to decide what I’m here for. To pick up someone? To pick up anyone? Does he have a chance? I smile sweetly at him.

“Just a margarita. I’m meeting someone.”

He nods and heads back to make my drink. I have to watch it. After not having lunch, I’ll be a lightweight tonight.

It’s okay. Drunk is good.

He’s delivering my drink when the door opens, shining a sliver of sunlight onto the floor. I don’t have to look to know it’s Nicholas. I can feel it. It’s almost like our energy is connected.

The bartender walks back to the bar, and I feel Nicholas walk to my table. I glance up through my eyelashes and study him for a second: expensive jeans and a crisp white button-down, tucked in. His hair is still damp, as though he’s just taken a shower, and I want to inhale his clean man smell.

“Lindsey?” he asks, his voice low. Husky. Hearing my name on his lips shoots electricity down my spine.

“Hi.” I smile up at him.

He smiles back at me, his teeth dazzlingly white.

“Can I sit?” he asks politely.

I nod again. “Feel free. As I said earlier, I probably won’t bite.”

I wink, and he smiles again.

Okay. This is good. It’s good.

“I’ll have a beer, Ryan,” he calls to the barkeep. I like that he knows the bartender’s name.

Ryan brings over an IPA, and I watch Nicholas tilt the cold beer bottle up and take a sip. He didn’t ask for a glass. No pretense. I like him a little more.

“What can I get you guys to eat?” Ryan asks, hovering.

“Can I get a salad?” I glance up at him, and he barks out a laugh.

“Not on our menu, sweetheart. I can get you some celery, though. I have some for the wings.”

Nicholas hides a grin, and I fight rolling my eyes.

“Perfect,” I say good-naturedly. “Can I get that with ranch?”

Ryan does a double take because he’d been kidding, but he recovers. “Uh, yeah.” He turns to Nicholas. “What about you? You want some garnish, too?”

He laughs as Nicholas answers, “Hardly. I’ll have a cheeseburger.”

“That’s more like it,” Ryan answers as he returns to the bar.

I take a gulp of my margarita and accidentally knock my purse off my chair. I heft it back up. It was my splurge last month. A pink checked Coach. It felt classy to me, and I couldn’t help buying it.

Nicholas eyes it now, and then slides that gaze to my face.

I think I see amusement in his eyes. Why? Does it seem immature? I fight the flush that threatens my cheeks.

“It’s nice to see you in person,” he says quietly. “I’m glad you came.”

This is real now. We’re both sitting here, face-to-face. It should feel awkward, but it doesn’t.

He glances down at his beer, and his fingers tighten around it.

Uh-oh.

“Actually, I have to tell you something.”

I feel the weight of a hammer getting ready to drop. Here it comes. I should’ve known someone as good as Nicholas has baggage. A kid? Two?

“I’m married,” he says, grimacing.

The air leaves my belly in an audible oomph.

“Oh,” I say, the word a sinking stone in a pond. I should’ve known.

He grimaces again.

“I know. I’m sorry,” he says, and he sounds sincere, almost vulnerable, somehow.

“Then why are you here?” I manage to ask, taking another gulp of my margarita to hide my disappointment. I should’ve known he was too good to be true. I look down at his hand. How hadn’t I noticed his ring earlier? I’d only been looking at the hand closest to me. I should’ve looked at the left.

His mossy eyes study me, shining even here in the dark room.

“I had to meet you,” he finally says softly. “I’ve never done anything like this before. You just . . . you made me feel something. But I want to be upfront with you right now, at the beginning. And if you want to, you can leave. I’ll walk you to your car, and that will be that.”

“What a gentleman,” I remark. He laughs, and the sound is honey in my ear, rich and thick.

“Chivalry isn’t dead,” he announces, and I concentrate on my drink, deciding what to say. Ryan delivers our food now, and purposely, I dunk a piece of celery in ranch and take a bite. Ryan rolls his eyes.

“Enjoy!” he tells us before leaving us alone.

We watch him retreat, and then Nicholas turns to me.

“Look,” he says, before I can speak. “I didn’t intend to meet someone, especially not someone like you. When we bumped into each other online, I never thought we’d take it any further. Then you started talking to me, and . . .”
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