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PRAISE FOR THE ROYALS SERIES

Royally Roma

“A charmingly modern twist on a classic love story—loads of fun and all the feels.”

—Julia London, New York Times bestselling author of Suddenly in Love

“An endearingly charming and delightfully sizzling romance with a stunning crown prince and a witty, fetching heroine. . . . I devoured this novel in one sitting. The descriptions are lush and vibrant, and Wilson’s trademark dialogue is sharp and gripping.”

—USA Today bestselling author Nina Bocci

“A delightful romp that incorporates the culture of the Eternal City—a ripe environment for love—into this temperate romance. Readers will be just as enthralled with Rome as Nico and Julia are with each other.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“Wilson’s lively contemporary romance series launch is reminiscent of the film Roman Holiday. . . . Funny, romantic, and delightful.”

—Publishers Weekly

Royally Romanov

“The romance between Finley and Maxim is magical, beginning as instant attraction and building to an intense love, and Wilson skillfully balances the mystery of Maxim’s identity with the ethereal beauty of Paris.”

—Publishers Weekly

“This contemporary retelling of the Anastasia myth, chock-full of elegance in the most romantic city in the world, is a delight. Wilson crafts love scenes that are sexy and passionate and align perfectly with the backdrop and absorbing plot; this will have wide appeal.”

—Library Journal

Royally Wed

“Romantic angst and sizzling sensuality are at the heart of this page-turner.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A must-have for all libraries.”

—Library Journal (starred review)

“Royally Wed is a delightful whirlwind romance that will leave you breathless and have you out of your seat for a standing ovation.”

—Harlequin Junkie

“Royally Wed is fast-paced, a story about the power of love, and exquisitely crafted. A total gem!”

—Romance Junkies
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For my mom, who gave me a Miss America lunch box in kindergarten and had no idea what she’d started.


Wear the crown. Be the crown. You are the crown.

—MICHAEL CAINE AS VICTOR MELLING IN MISS CONGENIALITY
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My sister has always been the pretty one. The Jane Bennet to my Elizabeth, the Meg March to my Jo.

It’s been this way for so long that I’ve never questioned it. It’s never even bothered me much. It just is.

Ginny is my sister, and I love her, no matter how different our lives are. And trust me, they’re about as opposite as you can imagine. But the chasm between our worlds has never been quite so glaringly obvious as it is now, because instead of restocking books on their respective shelves, I’m standing in an elevator at the posh Huntington Spa Resort in Orlando, Florida, on the first Monday afternoon of summer.

For starters, at five feet seven, I’m by far the shortest person of the half dozen or so on board. This is a rarity for me. As an elementary school librarian, I’m accustomed to towering over people for the majority of my waking hours. I’m also used to sitting in tiny chairs and using tiny, bluntedged scissors, but that’s beside the point. Five feet seven isn’t short. . . .

Unless you’re riding an elevator packed with beauty queens.

I don’t know what I expected when I signed on to spend a week cheering for my sister at the Miss American Treasure pageant, but it wasn’t this. The preliminary competition doesn’t start for another two days, so why are they all wearing crowns and sashes already? And what is going on with their shoes?

Beauty pageant contestants wear heels. I know this, obviously. I mean, I’ve seen Miss Congeniality at least twenty times over the years, thanks to Ginny. But these are beyond high heels. Gracie Lou Freebush wouldn’t have lasted a minute in them.

No offense to Sandra Bullock. I’m just saying.

I tighten my grip on the handle of my suitcase, suddenly extremely conscious of the state of my hair. Orlando is one of the most humid places on earth, and the half hour ride on the airport shuttle was not kind. For once, I actually feel sorry for Ginny. It’s one thing to be expected to look perfect onstage, but hotel elevators should be a safe space. I, for one, plan to be roaming the halls in a spa bathrobe and complimentary slippers en route to the vending machine for the majority of my stay.

But to each her own.

Besides, Ginny chose this life, just as surely as I chose mine. She also gets paid more for one sponsored Instagram post than I make in a week, and when I remember this, I keep my sympathy in check.

The elevator comes to a stop on the fifth floor, which has clearly been reserved for the pageant, because we all disembark in a glamorous, glittering herd.

Myself being the exception.

No one seems to notice my presence, though. The Hogwarts T-shirt I’m wearing might as well be an invisibility cloak. Fine. I’m not here to make friends. I’m here for the chance to stay in Ginny’s luxury hotel room for a week, for free, and completely nerd out at the Wizarding World of Harry Potter.

I’m also here for moral support, of course. I plan on being at every single pageant event, cheering like a maniac while inwardly cringing in horror at the very thought of prancing around in only a tiny swimsuit and a crown. But since the competition doesn’t start until 5:00 p.m., that leaves my mornings and afternoons free to hit up the theme park. I’ve emptied my paltry savings account and invested in a five-day unlimited pass. Bring on the butter beer.

But first, I must locate our room amid a sea of glitz and sparkle. According to the text Ginny sent when I landed, we’re in 511. All of my elevator pals are in rooms along the same stretch of corridor. Half the doors on the floor have hangtags on the knobs that read, Do not disturb! This Miss American Treasure contestant needs her beauty sleep!

I roll my eyes mightily.

Dangling from the knob of room 511 is one such tag, but I highly doubt Ginny is actually sleeping because I can hear the television booming through the door. I knock extra hard so she can hear me above the din of whatever reality show she’s probably watching.

Just please God don’t let it be the Kardashians.

An explosion of barks answers my knock. I take a deep breath. I’ve somehow forgotten all about my sister’s French bulldog mix, Buttercup. Ginny adopted her a month ago as part of her “platform.” I’m not sure exactly what that means. She’s a pageant queen, not a politician. But according to approximately five million posts on Ginny’s Instagram, she volunteers regularly at her local shelter in support of her animal rescue policy.

If memory serves, last year her platform was anti-bullying. But so many other contestants on the pageant circuit had already thrown themselves into the anti-bullying movement that she felt pressured to switch to something else. In other words, she got bullied into giving up her anti-bullying platform. Oh, the irony.

The door to the hotel room swings open, and Ginny is standing there in a white spa bathrobe with her hair piled on top of her head in a messy-yet-artful twist. She’s got one of those serum-soaked sheet masks stuck to her face—the kind that make regular people look like something straight out of a bad horror movie.

Except Ginny isn’t a regular person. So instead she looks like Gwyneth Paltrow enjoying a quiet day of self-care.

“Charlotte, you’re here!”

“Yep. My flight was right on time.” Thank God. I’m ready to make the most out of day one on my unlimited pass.

“Come on in.” She holds the door open wider.

The room is a double, with side-by-side queen beds and a balcony overlooking a pool flanked by umbrella-covered lounge chairs, a tiki bar, and two perfectly symmetrical rows of palm trees swaying in the balmy Florida breeze. Any spare moments I have this week that don’t include Harry Potter will be spent right there, with my feet up and a piña colada in hand. It’s been so long since I’ve taken an actual vacation that the mental picture I’ve just conjured nearly makes me weep.

“This is gorgeous. Ginny, thanks again for inviting me.”

“Are you kidding? I’m so glad you’re here. Dad and Susan aren’t coming until the finals.” Her smile falters. Behind the face mask, I can see her full lips tip into a frown.

I know exactly what she’s thinking. “You’ll make the finals. I know you will. You’re a shoo-in for the top twenty.”

Ginny always makes the finals. She’s up onstage every year alongside the winner and the runners-up. She’s just never managed to crack the top five.

“This year will be different,” I assure her.

She nods. “It has to be.”

As much as I hate to see my sister devoting her life to chasing a silly crown, and even though I positively loathe the pageant scene, my heart gives a little tug. Sometimes I forget why she got started in all of this. But every once in a while, when Ginny’s composure slips, I remember that this is her way of feeling connected to the mother we barely knew. The crushing sense of loss that inevitably follows always seems to catch me off guard. It’s in those moments—moments like this one—that I understand her dream.

I paste a smile on my face. “It will. I promise.”

I have no right to make that kind of promise. After all, I’m not judging this thing.

Truly, why would anyone want that job?

But it’s so rare to see my sister like this that I can’t stop myself. She’s always been the poster child for confidence. Which just goes to show how much this particular pageant means to her. More than all the others combined.

“You’re right.” She nods with renewed vigor. “Of course I’ll make the finals. This is my year.”

“Definitely.” Pep talk over for now, I head toward the bed on the far side of the room—the one that’s still neatly made and not covered in anything bedazzled.

Every item on Ginny’s bed shines like a disco ball, including her official Miss American Treasure tote bag. I’m beginning to understand why she uses one of those sleep-mask things like Audrey Hepburn in Breakfast at Tiffany’s. I might need to invest in one myself.

As I cross the room, Buttercup launches herself at my wheeled suitcase, growling and nipping at it as it drags behind me. By the time I’m within a foot of my bed, she’s fully attached herself to it and I’m hauling both luggage and bulldog.

“Is this normal behavior?” I ask. It can’t be, can it?

Ginny waves a dismissive hand.

I give Buttercup a little nudge with the toe of my Adidas sneaker. She backs away, peering up at me with her bulgy little eyes. They almost seem to point in two different directions. Like plastic googly eyes.

We stare each other down for a second, and then she resumes her attack on my luggage.

“Is she always so”—I pause, struggling for an appropriate adjective—“headstrong?”

Buttercup and I have never been properly introduced. I only know her via Ginny’s Instagram, where she’s usually doing something less destructive and far more adorable.

“Buttercup is shy,” Ginny says by way of explanation.

I look down at the snarling dog. “Sorry, I’m not getting shy here.”

“You’re stressing her out. She’s not used to strangers and new experiences. She’s a rescue dog, remember? The poor thing sat in the shelter for four months before I adopted her.”

Ginny checks the position of her sheet mask in the large mirror over the bathroom counter. It’s a double vanity, theoretically big enough for both of us. But Ginny’s massive amount of toiletries take up the entire space. “Did you know that seven million dogs and cats enter shelters every year, and half of them end up being euthanized?”

I did not know that, and it’s a horrible, horrible statistic. But her canned delivery prevents me from absorbing the news with the proper level of emotion.

She’s slipped into pageant mode. She’s rattling off more devastating facts and figures about homeless pets, all the while posing with her hand pressed to her heart and her head tilted just so.

I glance at Buttercup. Something tells me she’s heard the speech before.

“Maybe less euthanasia talk in front of the rescue dog?” I suggest. No wonder the poor thing is stressed.

“Oh my God.” Ginny blinks. “Do you think she understands?”

“I have no idea, but why take the chance?” Besides, I can’t handle Ginny’s platform-level intensity right now. I’ve been up since 4:00 a.m.

“I suppose you’re right.” Ginny scoops Buttercup into her arms.

I take advantage of the cease-fire, lift my suitcase onto the bed, and remove my things, paltry in comparison to the vast wardrobe Ginny has stuffed into the closet and all but one of the dresser drawers. Fortunately, I travel light.

Clotheswise, anyway. Beneath the layers of jeans and T-shirts, four hardback novels line the bottom of my bag. I remove all four and arrange them in a nice, neat stack atop the nightstand closest to my bed.

When I look up, Ginny’s shaking her head. “Are you sure you brought enough reading material?”

“Don’t judge. I’m on vacation, remember?”

“Exactly. You’re a librarian. Your vacation should be book-free.” Ginny makes a zero sign with one of her perfectly manicured hands.

“How are we even related?” It’s not the first time I’ve asked that question, and I know with every fiber of my being that Ginny wonders the same thing sometimes.

How could she not?

“Before you dive into one of those, can you take Buttercup for a quick walk?” She grabs a Barbie-pink leash from her nightstand. And—surprise!—it’s heavily bedazzled. “Pretty please.”

“What? Why me?” My gaze flits toward Buttercup, who’s now positioned on Ginny’s pillow with her plump rear facing me. “She doesn’t even like me. Stranger danger and all that.”

Ginny rolls her eyes. “Stranger danger? You spend too much time with little kids.”

True. She dragged me to yoga once, and I kept referring to easy pose as crisscross applesauce.

Still, Buttercup doesn’t seem any more thrilled by the idea than I am. Also, I’ve already begun typing the address of the theme park into the Uber app on my phone. I’m supposed to be dodging a fire-breathing dragon in Diagon Alley right now, not walking a petulant French bulldog.

“I was kind of hoping to head over to Harry Potter World so I could be back in time for us to have an early dinner. Don’t you have pageant stuff today?” I’m pretty sure she has a date with some spray tanner this afternoon. Her skin tone matches mine right now, and I know from experience that Ginny is usually at least four shades closer to orange when there’s a pageant on the horizon.

“Yes, and of course you can head right over there just as soon as you walk Buttercup. She hasn’t been out since early this morning. I can’t do it—I’m not allowed to leave the room without my sash on.”

I blink. “What?”

“Contestants can’t leave their hotel rooms unless they’re pageant-ready. Outside of this room, I have to wear my sash at all times.”

I don’t even know what to say, but suddenly the army of beauty queens from the elevator makes more sense. “That’s crazypants. It’s like you’re some kind of pageant hostage. Put your sash on, and take her out yourself.”

Ginny sighs. “Dramatic much? This isn’t some tiny regional pageant. Miss American Treasure is the big time. She’s a role model. You know that.”

I do. I probably know more about that than any of those chattering elevator girls.

“I can’t go out there like this,” she says.

“Fine.” I take the leash from her hands. She’s clearly in no condition to leave the room, although I would pay money to see an Instagram post of Ginny wearing the sash and her sheet mask at the same time.

“Thank you.” Her slender shoulders sag with relief. “I owe you one. We’ll have a great dinner tonight, I promise. It’ll be just like old times.”

Old times?

I don’t believe her for a minute. When we were kids, our favorite dinners included sloppy joes and macaroni and cheese. I can’t remember the last time I saw a carb cross Ginny’s lips.

“Come on, Buttercup,” I mutter.

The portly little dog growls the entire time I’m attaching her leash to her sparkly pink collar. This should be lovely.

“We’ll be right back.” I cast a glance over my shoulder as I lead Buttercup out the door, and Ginny catches my gaze in the mirror.

She gives me a little wave. I wave back, and for a moment, I go still. Rooted to the spot. Ginny’s sheet mask is gone, and her face is bare. Clean. It’s been a while since I’ve seen her makeup-free. Without the airbrushed foundation, the contouring and highlighting, the carefully lined lips and the double layers of false eyelashes, she looks a lot like me.

She looks exactly like me, actually. Same nose. Same eyes. Same heart-shaped face.

Same DNA.

Because even though my sister has always been the pretty one, the beauty queen—the Jane Bennet to my Elizabeth, the Meg March to my Jo—she’s also my twin.
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Ginny and I weren’t always such polar opposites. There was a time when we were inseparable. We were the sort of identical twins who dressed alike, wore our hair the same way, and completed each other’s sentences. We were twins in the vein of Mary-Kate and Ashley, minus the millions of dollars and a hit television show.

Somewhere in the attic of Dad and Susan’s two-story colonial in Dallas, Texas, there are volumes of photo albums documenting this period of my life.

Our lives, I should say.

There was no me back then, just as there was no Ginny. There was just us. Me and her. The twins.

On the rare occasion I actually flip through one of those albums, I can never identify myself in any of the pictures. Ginny and I are interchangeable in our matching rompers, matching socks, and matching patent leather shoes. Our haircuts are the same, as are our smiles.

As are our memories.

Was it Ginny who fell off a pony in the kiddie area at the rodeo, or was it me? Which one of us lost a tooth first? Who colored the picture of the house and the smiling family of stick figures that still hangs in a frame above the staircase in our childhood home?

I used to try to sort those early years out, to untangle the web. Then I realized it was hopeless. Being a twin means knowing you’re always part of a bigger whole. We were one once, and now we’ve been split in two.

The day after our fifth birthday, our mom was diagnosed with ovarian cancer. That’s when it all stopped—the matching outfits, the photos, the carefully curated albums. Seven months later, she was gone.

I think that’s when the split became permanent. Our father had enough on his plate raising twin girls on his own while trying to get tenure at the same time. Making sure we were fed and dressed in clean clothes every morning was a victory in itself. Matching outfits and hair ribbons were out of the question. For the first time, people could tell Ginny and me apart. Somewhere deep down, so could we.

Despite all our similarities, my sister and I handled the loss of our mother in completely different ways. I attached myself to our father—our sole remaining parent—morphing into the quintessential daddy’s girl. Other than Ginny, he was all I had left. My love of books is firmly rooted in my childhood and my devotion to my dad, a university English professor.

Ginny loves him too, obviously. She always has. But growing up, she ached for our mom. That’s what all this pageant business is really about. Our beauty queen mother left a big, beauty queen–shaped hole inside Ginny, and she’s been trying to fill it for the past twenty-four years.

I remind myself of this fact when I take up my duties as official pageant dog walker. Buttercup despises me. That much is obvious when she collapses to the ground and tries to writhe out of her collar in order to get away from me the minute the door to our room clicks shut behind us. It’s a full-on spectacle, made all the more humiliating by the fact that it’s taking place in front of a hallway full of glamazons.

“Stop it,” I hiss.

Buttercup flips onto her back and paws at the air. For a second, I wonder if she’s having a seizure. But there’s a mischievous glint in her googly eyes that assures me she’s fine. She’s just in the throes of a canine temper tantrum, not a medical emergency.

“Oh my, is your sweet little dog all right?”

I look up. Miss Nevada is teetering toward me on a pair of those mile-high platform stilettos.

More beauty queen interaction is so not what I need right now. I let out a strangled laugh. “She’s fine. She’s just a little shy.”

God, I sound like Ginny.

Miss Nevada isn’t buying it. “Are you sure? I could take a look at her if you like. I’m a veterinarian.”

Seriously? She looks like a petite, Asian-American Barbie doll. No way can I picture her elbow-deep in a pregnant cow. Maybe she’s not that kind of vet, though. Still, I’m a little thrown.

“Really?” I say, unable to hide my surprise.

She nods. “First in my class at Cornell.”

“That’s really impressive.” My smile falters. I’m beginning to worry about Ginny’s shot at the crown. She’s an Instagram model. Meanwhile, Miss Nevada is the Lucy Liu of veterinary medicine.

Not that any of this matters. It’s nothing but a plastic tiara covered in cheap rhinestones. Ginny needs to move on and do something real with her life. Something like vet school, or at the very least a dog-training class. Then maybe Buttercup would learn some basic social skills.

“Thanks.” Miss Nevada looks me up and down. I can tell she’s wondering what I’m doing here, as I’m obviously not a pageant contestant. My face grows hot for some reason, but thankfully she bends to inspect Buttercup, and I breathe a sigh of relief. I’d much rather the dog be the center of attention than me.

Miss Nevada gives Buttercup a once-over as she continues to squirm and grunt. I’m somewhat reassured by this development. Buttercup’s disdain apparently has nothing to do with me personally. She doesn’t like anyone but Ginny.

“You’re right. She seems fine.” Miss Nevada stands again. She can’t be any more than five feet three, but thanks to her heels, I have to lift my gaze to look her in the eye. “As you said, she’s just . . . shy.”

It’s obvious shy is code for something far less flattering.

I have a sudden pang of sympathy for the ridiculous dog. We’re both outsiders here.

Maybe Buttercup senses this too, because when I squat to scoop her wiggling bulk into my arms, she goes still. For once, she’s cooperative. “She’s a rescue.”

Miss Nevada nods. “Well, my name is Lisa Ng and I’m right down the hall if you need anything.”

“Thank you. We’re fine, though. Really.” I turn and head for the elevator, trying not to dwell on what a pathetic pair Buttercup and I must make.

When the elevator doors slide open, there’s no escape. I’m confronted by our reflection in the mirrored walls, and the sight is pathetic indeed. My hair has somehow gone even limper, plastered to my head and neck in damp copper strands. The Hogwarts T-shirt, which seemed so quirky and intelligent a few hours ago, seems juvenile in comparison to the fancy day dresses and sleek suits all the pageant contestants are wearing. The pitiful lump of dog I’m holding doesn’t help the situation.

At least we’re alone.

Not for long, though. The elevator stops on every floor, picking up beauty queens all the way down. By the time we reach the lobby, I’m pressed against the back wall, choking on hair-spray fumes and a half-dozen different varieties of perfume. It’s pretty awful, but just as the descending numbers on the display above the elevator doors wind down to 1, an aroma much worse fills the confined space. The stench is horrendous, so thick that I can taste it at the back of my throat. Its pungency obliterates any and all lingering traces of flowery perfume and hair products.

And to my great horror, it seems to be coming from Buttercup.

Every head in the elevator swivels in our direction. Perfectly pert noses scrunch in unison. There’s apparently no doubt that the source of the stench is either me or the dog in my arms. Miss Idaho presses a hand to her flat stomach, as if she might vomit. I wish I could say it was an overreaction, but honestly, it isn’t.

What on earth has Ginny been feeding this creature?

“Sorry,” I mumble, longing to feel invisible again. Like usual.

My face burns with embarrassment as the elevator doors slide open and everyone bolts. I’m sure of two things . . .

First, I’m going to murder my sister. Strangling her with her beauty queen sash seems like a really great idea.

And second, for the rest of the week, Buttercup and I will be taking the stairs.
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Five hours later, after I’ve left Ginny and Buttercup behind, I return to the Huntington Spa Resort, as happy as a person can possibly be.

I’ve spent my afternoon riding the Hogwarts Express, eating an enormous amount of chocolate frogs, and, thanks to the magic of technology and J. K. Rowling’s imagination, zipping around on a broomstick through the middle of a Quidditch match. There’s an actual magic wand in the back pocket of my jeans, which I used to cast spells all over the park. If butter beer contained alcohol, I’d be sloppily drunk.

Best of all, I’ll get to do it all again tomorrow.

My mind is spinning with ideas for the upcoming school year’s book festival at the library. It’s one of my biggest responsibilities, but also one of my favorite parts of my job.

Last year, the festival’s mascot was Skippyjon Jones, the star of the popular children’s book series about a Siamese cat who thinks he’s a Chihuahua. This year will be all about Harry Potter.

I broke down and purchased a sorting hat from one of the gift shops, simply because I know the kids will love it. Plus I invested in a whole pile of Harry Potter–themed arts-and-crafts books. I spread everything on top of my hotel bed and grin at Ginny, waiting for her to tell me I’m the best school librarian in the state of Texas.

“What’s with that huge hat? It’s crooked.” She crosses her arms.

I don’t even dignify this with a response. Honestly, I know she doesn’t read much, but hasn’t she seen at least one of the Harry Potter films? Or has she been living under a bedazzled rock for the past two decades?

“Do you think it’s possible to rent an owl?” I ask.

Her gaze narrows. Or it would, if not for the Botox. “You want to adopt a live owl?”

“No. That would be crazy. I just want to borrow one for the day. For the book festival. Not a regular owl, though. I need a great big white one.” I spread my arms out wide to indicate Hedwig’s approximate wingspan.

“Right. Because that’s not crazy at all.” Ginny smirks.

From her perch atop Ginny’s pillow, Buttercup rolls her googly eyes at me. I’m clearly outnumbered.

But I’m also in a fantastic mood. A vacation mood, so I refrain from pointing out the general insanity of Ginny’s pageant obsession. I don’t want to argue. Besides, I’m pretty sure she knows how I feel about her quest to become Miss American Treasure.

The title alone is absurd. It sounds more like a Nicolas Cage movie than a beauty pageant. But hey, it could be worse. Our mother could have been crowned Miss Armadillo Festival Sweetheart. Which, in case you’re wondering, is an actual small-town Texas pageant. I know this because Ginny contemplated entering it one year as practice for the big leagues. I managed to talk her out of it when I pointed out that instead of a tiara, the winner was crowned with a stuffed armadillo that had been fashioned into a hat. As much as Ginny loves the pageant life, she draws the line when the crown involves wearing roadkill on her head.

“Are you ready for dinner? I’m starving.” I’d eaten my body weight in theme park food, but I’d also walked a few million miles. And unlike every other person in the building, I won’t be strutting across a stage in a bikini in the coming days.

Ginny plops on her bed, crisscross applesauce. She’s at least five shades tanner than she was earlier today, and she’s dressed in a glittering red gingham top, white skinny jeans, and her Miss Texas American Treasure sash.

She had a pageant luncheon today, where I presume they served kale or something. She’s probably hungry, too. “Sure. I was thinking maybe we could get some room service, order a rom-com on one of the movie channels, and have a little picnic. What do you think?”

“That sounds like heaven.”

And it is.

We spend the next few hours mooning over Ryan Gosling, laughing and picking food off each other’s plates. Ginny meant what she said earlier—it really is like old times.

My twin and I haven’t seen much of each other in recent years. After high school graduation, I went away to college at the University of Texas in Austin while Ginny stayed back home in Dallas. It was the first time we’d lived apart, and the distance had seemed even greater as she’d devoted herself full-time to her pageant career and building her social media following while I embraced Austin’s laid-back vibe and the campus’s progressive atmosphere. As Ginny was modeling swimsuits, I was writing my thesis on feminism in classic literature.

Being away from home changed the way I looked at pageants. I’d never been as crazy about them as Ginny, but they’d always been a part of our family life. Though once I was on my own, I no longer saw them as a sweet family tradition. The more I read and the more I saw Ginny’s bikini and tiara pictures pop up in my social media feeds, the more archaic the whole thing felt. I couldn’t imagine Virginia Woolf, for instance, competing in a beauty pageant.

When I was home for Christmas junior year, I tried to convince Ginny she needed to do something different with her life, something more meaningful. That conversation didn’t go over well at all. We tend to avoid the topic now, but it’s always there, hanging between us.

After graduation, I moved back to Dallas and started working at the library. My twin and I once again became a permanent fixture in each other’s lives, but things are somewhat strained. As much as I’d like to blame our uneasy relationship on my twin’s pageant obsession, I can’t. Not entirely, anyway. I just sometimes feel like we’re competing against each other, and I’m always the one who ends up losing, while my twin walks away with the crown.

When Ginny learned she’d lucked out and scored one of the few private rooms this week—instead of being assigned a roommate—and invited me to come stay with her, I was a little surprised. I almost said no, but I’m suddenly glad I came to Orlando. It might give us some much needed time away from our usual routines so that we can get back to us, but I shouldn’t get my hopes up, since this is probably the last chance we’ll get to just hang out together and have fun. Pageant preliminaries start the day after tomorrow.

But for the duration of our little picnic, I forget all about the pageant. It’s not until the movie is over and we’re getting ready for bed that I’m reminded why I’m actually here.

“Can you take Buttercup for a quick walk?” Ginny yawns and crawls under her covers.

My gaze flits toward her sash, hanging neatly over a hanger in the open closet. Would it kill her to put it on and take her own dog outside?

I sigh. “Sure.”

I clip Buttercup’s leash to her collar and pick her up before she can repeat her earlier temper tantrum. For obvious reasons, I bypass the elevator and take the adjacent stairwell.

We’re about halfway down to the ground floor when I hear another set of footsteps. They seem to be heading in our direction, and I cringe, wondering which state beauty queen I’m about to run into.

I glare at Buttercup. “I swear, if you fart again, you’re on your own from now on. Got it?”

She belches in response. Lovely. Why does this dog hate me so much?

We round the corner, and I keep my head down. Maybe if I don’t make eye contact, I won’t get trapped into a conversation about hair extensions or world peace.

But the first thing I see when I step onto the landing is another dog, and it looks so much like Buttercup that I stop dead in my tracks.

“Wow.” I blink. It’s another Frenchie mix, or maybe a purebred. The dog is the same blue-gray color as Buttercup and has the same roly-poly eyes and comically oversize ears.

“Twins. What are the odds?”

I drag my gaze from the dog to its owner, who’s definitely not wearing a beauty queen sash. On the contrary, the person on the other end of the leash is a he, and he’s wearing a tie. A very posh-looking tie, silky smooth. I have the irrational desire to reach out and touch it.

“Twins,” I echo, because I can’t seem to come up with anything else to say. The exact odds of identical twins being born to humans is one out of every two hundred and fifty births, but I’m pretty sure he meant that question rhetorically.

He smiles, and it’s a very attractive smile. Very swoon-inducing. This stranger might not be a beauty queen, but he’s still pretty. In a chiseled, roguish sort of way, of course. Like Rhett Butler in Armani.

Am I the only average-looking person in this entire hotel?

He nods toward his dog. “This is Hamlet.”

A Shakespearean pet name? My librarian heart beats a little faster.

“Let me guess.” He glances at Buttercup and lifts a brow. “Fluffy?”

I let out a laugh and shake my head.

“Fang?” His smile widens. “It’s Fang, isn’t it?”

He’s listing dog names from the Harry Potter series, which means he’s noticed my Hogwarts shirt. It also means he’s more than just casually familiar with the books. Where on earth did he come from? Did I somehow conjure him with my theme park wand?

“It’s Buttercup, actually. But I’m rethinking that now. Fang is a much better fit. Thanks for the suggestion.”

It’s suddenly unbearably warm in the stairwell. I’m consciously aware of the fact that I’m staring at him. I’m studying him so closely that I notice the dimple in his left cheek, hidden beneath the stubble that lines his jaw. I notice the dark rim around his irises—such a contrast to the clear light blue of his eyes—and I even manage to take in the fine weave of his suit jacket.
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