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To my readers (yes, you. Hi, babe),

Your expectations are not impossibly high.

Never let anyone make you believe you’re asking for too much.






PROLOGUE

A little over a year earlier…

Josie

The day you pick up the phone and a complete stranger says, I’m your father, you know your life is about to change.

I mean, look at Luke Skywalker. His existence turned all topsy-turvy after hearing those four words. And although I wasn’t some guardian of justice about to be pushed to the very edge of evil and the man on the phone wasn’t a heavy-breathing galactic villain in a mask, my world went a little off-kilter.

In the span of one call, I went from having a parent I’d known nothing of—except that his name was Andy—to entering the life of a man who happened to share one of those nights with my mother twenty-nine years ago. And by that, I obviously mean the roll in the hay then never look back kind of night. Which is fine, really. Mom never talked too much about that, or the man she went all bam-bam in the ham with, but she’d always told me enough so I wouldn’t resent him or how I was conceived. That doesn’t mean that a part of me never wondered. It did. But for the most part, I’d always been content with what I’d known. So what if it was just Mom and me? So what if that looked different from the other kids’ families? So what if I had to fill the one side of my genealogy tree with my sea animal sticker collection, which led to being called jellyfish for all of fifth grade? They are stunning creatures, hugely underrated, and I owned it. Being brought up by a single parent wasn’t that rare or strange. And like Mom always said, normal is what you make of the cards fate hands you.

It turned out, fate had been saving a couple of jokers up its sleeve.

Because after close to three decades of radio silence, my father was on the phone. And he had a first name (Andrew, not Andy, he insisted), a last name (Underwood), a zip code (Miami), and apparently, the mission to introduce me to a new family. A new world. A realm of life I never expected I’d belong to.

I also had a sister. A sister. And Andrew Underwood? He was a big deal.

And we’re not talking he’s done well for himself kind of deal. We’re talking business mogul, multimillion-dollar corporation, name in headlines, definitely has a chauffeur, probably a helicopter too kind of big deal. He owned an MLS soccer club, for Pete’s sake. Andrew Underwood had done more than well. He was thriving. And I knew, not because he’d just rattled that off as an introduction, but because I’d heard of this man before the call. Just like all of Green Oak, the county, and lately, most of the country.

That’s why I laughed. After the longest period of silence, I laughed. It was either that or hang up, frankly. Because this man was telling me—Josie Moore, mayor of my hometown, proud coffee shop owner, collector of all things shiny, and enthusiastic fixer of broken pottery—that the man whose space I’d filled with a manta ray in my family tree was Andrew Underwood? Not only that, but that I was somehow also part of a complicated, wealthy world right out of an HBO drama centered on legacy? I didn’t belong. I was a small-town girl. Proudly so. And sure, I’d been briefly engaged to a politician and technically almost became a WAG, but those were near misses. That was as close as I’d ever gotten. I couldn’t be part of someone’s legacy. Hence the laughing.

I don’t joke, Josephine, Andrew replied in the same stern voice he had used to deliver the news. But undeterred, I chuckled some more. That’s when he brought up Mom. I can’t remember what he said exactly, just the words Eloise, and I’m sorry for your loss, or some other pleasantry.

Later, I realized I’d stopped listening right then and there. There was something about someone’s assistant setting up a call. Some other thing about how Andrew would appreciate if I kept this conversation under wraps. And something about the press. But during the remainder of that call, everything slowed down and I went poof, nodding my head here and there, and eking out monosyllables when the line went quiet.

That night I didn’t sleep a wink. The fact bothered me. So much that I—gently—let one of my flower vases slip through my fingers so I could spend hours putting it back together and… stop thinking. Or have the excuse to. I wasn’t sure. I’d always thought of myself as someone who liked change. For the most part, change had been handed to me, but I could pinpoint a handful of instances when I’d chased it. I liked to be challenged. And change did that to you. I had no choice but to push through, and for a while, everything faded around the edges and all my energy went toward the one thing. Rising to the top. Overcoming.

Change spiced up life, in my opinion. It kept you on your toes.

But for the first time, faced with this new development, this new quest to embark upon, this new hand of cards fate had been saving for me, I didn’t feel excited. It terrified me.

Because after I’d lost Mom, I’d lost all hope of ever finding out who Andy was. To find those missing puzzle pieces that made me the woman I was today. Or to simply have the choice to decide if I wanted to pursue that search.

There was not much of a choice now. Andrew had just landed smack bang in the middle of my simple life, throwing open a door right in front of me.

The million questions I’d kept bottled up were bubbling inside me. I felt like a different Josie.

Normal is what you make of the cards fate hands you.

I think I knew then that change was beginning.






CHAPTER ONE

Present day

I plunged my hand into the jam jar.

“Come on, come on, come on,” I murmured, watching some of the jam spill as I pushed further in, strawberry-red goo covering my skin all the way up to my wrist. “Don’t do this to me. Please. Come out. Nice and easy.”

“Moshie?” Grandpa Moe’s voice reached me from the living room.

I froze, the wiggling of my fingers coming to a sudden halt. Darn it. If Grandpa saw what was currently stuck around my finger I wouldn’t hear the end of it. Furthermore, if he saw me using all the jam after I’d promised I’d bake him a cheesecake, he would—

“Moshie,” came again.

“Yes?”

“Fhere’s a moomaan in the yarhd.”

I rolled my eyes. “What?” I asked, even though I’d caught some of that. I spoke toothless–Grandpa Moe.

“There’s a woman in the yard,” he repeated, his speech now clearer, indicating he’d put his dentures back in.

I sighed as I glanced down at my desperate attempt at getting that thing off my finger. I should have gone for butter. Or oil. And I needed him distracted and away from the kitchen. “How can you be sure she’s not just passing by?”

“She’s coming up the stairs of the porch. I don’t like her.”

Well, crap. There was someone coming? “What did I tell you about being a jeeper-creeper, huh?” I said, sticking my hand out and pulling at my finger with my other hand. “They can see you watching them like some”—I exerted a little more force—“weirdo in suspenders.” The thing didn’t move an inch. I went at it again. “I know you think you’re on neighborhood watch or something, but—”

My fingers slipped, my hands sliding away from each other and knocking my elbow into the jar, sending it crashing to the floor with a loud, strawberry-red splash.

“But what?” Grandpa Moe asked. “And what was that?”

I silently cursed at the complete and absolute mess I’d made of the counter and floor and, well, me. Hands, robe, feet, all of it covered in jam while I stood surrounded by glass shards. “I just dropped something. It’s all under control.”

The doorbell rang.

Maybe not all. “Grandpa Moe?”

I heard the creaking his chair made when he plopped down.

“Moe Poe?” I called in my sweetest voice, wiping my hands on… Where were my kitchen towels? I used my robe. “Would you be a doll and get the door for me?”

“She ain’t here for me,” he said. “And I don’t like strangers. Or how she looks. And,” he added with a pause, “I’m old.”

“Being old is not an excuse for everything, you know?” I picked up several pieces of glass before carefully padding to the sink and depositing them there. “You can’t use it to get the last chocolate muffin and not the door.”

A trail of angry mumbled words traveled from the living room as I collected more glass shards and waited for a sign that the man was on the move. None followed, pushing me closer and closer to the edge of… losing it.

“Moe Poe, are you—” The doorbell rang again, startling me. A sharp pang of pain in the middle of my palm made me wince. “Shoot,” I gasped. “Stupid silly glass and stupid silly—”

The sound of the doorbell came a third time. And a fourth. And a fifth.

I closed my eyes and let out a frustrated puff of air. “Maurice Antonne Brown,” I gritted between my teeth. “If you don’t get that door, I swear I’m going to whoop your stubborn, stinkin’ butt—”

“All right, all right,” he croaked. His chair creaked. Slow and heavy steps followed. Then the sound of the front door opening, followed by a, “Mhat can I help you wifh?”

Son of a monkey. He made me want to scream sometimes.

A female voice answered, “I’m sorry?”

“Mhat can I help you wifh?” Grandpa Moe repeated like the absolutely insufferable man he could be. A part of me couldn’t believe he’d popped those teeth out again, but why was I surprised? Grandpa was a certified grump, and ever since he’d had a mild stroke that had me immediately packing his things and moving him in with me, his grouchiness had been at max, even now that he’d recovered almost to a hundred.

“I…” the woman started again. “I’m looking for Josephine Moore. I’m certain this is the right address. Everyone in town I talked to confirmed it.”

“And?” the old man had the nerve to say.

There was a beat of silence, then the woman said, “And I’m never wrong. And I’d hate to waste any more time, so if you don’t mind getting Miss Moore for me, I would appreciate it. I’ve been standing here for a long time, watching you eye me from the window. I don’t know if that was meant to intimidate me, but it didn’t work.” A new pause. “I’ve dealt with a lot scarier than a toothless old man in suspenders.”

I groaned. Last time someone had called him “old man,” Grandpa Moe got us on the cover of the county gazette. The black-and-white shot of him fighting Otto Higgings over a pair of oversize shears—with me standing in the middle, arms outstretched and panicked expression on my face—still haunted my dreams some nights. I’d always wanted to make it to the front page of the gazette, I just wished it wasn’t under the headline: Pruning Warfare in Green Oak. Mayor Struggles to Keep Peace.

As if on cue, Grandpa’s chuckle drifted from the hallway. It wasn’t a cute sound. It was his I’m up to no good chuckle, and jam and mess and robe—and yes, algae-extract face mask too—be damned, that chuckle kicked me right into action. I rubbed my hands as clean as I could on my already ruined robe and sprinted to the door.

Two pairs of eyes blinked at me. Grandpa’s lips started to move around a question I didn’t want to answer, so I smiled and—gently—pushed the old man aside. Only to realize that there was a darker shade of red covering my hand. Blood, definitely not jam.

I shoved both hands in the pockets of my robe and whirled to face the woman. “Hi,” I greeted her, widening my smile. “I’m Josie. Josephine Moore. That’s me. I’d shake your hand, but… germs. How about an elbow bump instead?” I stuck my elbow out. “I hear it’s all the rage these days. With the kids and… young adults. Of the internet. Everywhere.”

The woman blinked, her eyes traveling up and down my body a few times until a strange grimace formed. “Absolutely not. Nope.” Her expression turned appalled. “What’s…” She seemed to look for the right way to formulate the question. “Why do you look like you jumped out of a Pop-Tart?”

“Oh. I, ah, was just… baking,” I explained with a laugh. I didn’t want to laugh. I wanted this night to end and a new day where there was no ring stuck to my finger to start. “I’m messy. Messy bakers are common. I didn’t catch your name, though. I’m Josie, but we’ve established that.”

The woman’s grimace dissipated. Slightly. “I’m Bobbi,” she said with a shake of her head, her blond bob barely moving around her face. “Bobbi with an i. Bobbi Shark.”

An awkward beat of silence followed. “Beautiful name,” I offered. “Would you like to come in, Bobbi?”

Her eyebrow rose. “You’re acting like this is the first time you’ve heard of me. You were supposed to be expecting me.”

It was a good thing my face mask was hiding my frown because I’d remember if I was expecting someone with a last name like Shark. But then again, it wouldn’t be the first time someone showed up at my door at an odd hour demanding something.

“Just like I tell everyone,” I said, stepping aside and opening the door wider with my shoulder. My smile had never been bigger. “Come in and we can talk as long as you need about whatever you need.” I shot a pointed look at the man to my left. “Grandpa Moe will head to the kitchen and get started on that little mess I left behind. Then he will prepare a cup of tea for us. Right, Grandpa?”

He grumbled something, but to his credit, he turned around and headed to the kitchen.

I returned my attention to Bobbi, finding a woman with no intention of stepping inside.

“Alternatively,” I offered, suppressing a sigh. “We can chat here at the door. But in that case, we can forget about the tea. I don’t think he’s in the mood for delivery.”

My joke didn’t land. I didn’t think it even registered, based on the way she was scowling. “You don’t know who I am,” Bobbi said. “And you’re inviting me in?”

I considered my answer. “Well, I don’t suppose you’re a vampire so—”

“Nuh-uh,” she interrupted. “Stop the cutesy routine.” My mouth clamped down. “Okay, one? You need to immediately stop inviting strangers into your house from this point on,” she instructed in a shockingly serious voice. “And two,” she continued, sticking a hand out and waving it over my face and chest. “Whatever this is. It’s not going to work. You won’t open the door looking like this. You won’t even glance out a window looking like this.” She huffed out a breath. “Aren’t you in politics?”

“I—” Was lost. And I had no idea what was going on. “I don’t like to think of myself as a politician. Sure, I’m the mayor of town, but it’s just a voluntary role in a place this small. Most days I don’t need to do anything at all.” Some other days, putting out a metaphorical fire shaved years off my life. Then something occurred to me. “Wait. Is this about Carmen?”

Bobbi’s brows rose. “I’m sorry, who?”

I took in the woman in front of me—her silver-gray wool coat and leather boots peeking out from under the hem. The spotless makeup, the perfect bob, the barely concealed entitlement she spoke with.

Had the Clarksons taken the fence issue so far they’d hired some big-time city lawyer?

“You’re wasting your time,” I told her. “It was just an incident. The Clarksons are wasting good money on something that can be solved with a civil conversation. It’s no one’s fault that Carmen escaped. Cows aren’t the lazy animals everyone paints them to be. They can be stealthy. And Robbie Vasquez had no way of knowing what she was doing until he installed the security cameras around the barn. He didn’t expect Carmen to be sneaking out. Much less trespassing and getting a little frisky with the Clarksons’ cattle. It’s mother nature’s call, if you ask me.”

Bobbi with an i blinked at me like I’d just sprouted a second head. Or like she was thinking about how to chop it off and get rid of it.

Oh God, was I about to be sued? Was Robbie about to be sued? A knot formed in my stomach. “Please don’t sue us. I swear the fence will be fixed.”

Bobbi’s eyes closed, then she muttered. “This is my worst nightmare.”

“Is that a yes or a no? Because I promise you, Miss Shark, there’s no need to—”

“You,” she interjected. “This. Cattle. Cows named Carmen. Fences. Barns. This… weather. The fresh air. The fact that I haven’t seen a Starbucks since leaving the airport. All of it.” My lips fell open, but she stopped me with a finger. “You have no idea what’s going on or why I’m here, and I was assured you’d been briefed and were on board with all of it. I have written confirmation of it. I can show you the emails, I could swear you’re cc-d on all of them.”

The emails?

The—

An image was triggered, flashing behind my eyelids. A memory.

Bobbi continued, “I thought my last relationship was toxic, but clients are worse than an egomaniac partner who thinks they’re doing you a favor by gaslighting you.” She pulled her phone out of her coat pocket and began tapping the screen. “He’s going to hear about this. This is going to set us back a whole day, if not two. Such a waste of time.”

He’s going to hear about this.

He.

I swallowed a lump of dread. My words all but croaking out of me. “Who are you, exactly?”

The tappety-tap of her nails came to a stop. She gave me an impressed look. “I’m a PR strategist. An expensive one at that. You would know if you’d read the emails.” She seemed to think of something. “You guys get internet here, right? Like, I know this is remote, and there’s”—she looked around—“trees and mountains and nature and, you know, cabincore or whatever. But you guys get internet here. Right?”

I wished we didn’t, if I were being completely honest.

That way I’d have an excuse to feed this PR strategist who could have only been sent by one man. Him.

Andrew Underwood.

It would excuse me for blatantly ignoring Andrew’s latest attempts at communication. Something other than I was hoping to work out the courage to read those eventually. Or something other than sorry, I can’t sit through one more Zoom call with you and your assistant while he pretends to take notes because we’re just awkwardly staring at each other. Or—

“… your father.” Bobbi’s words brought me back to the conversation.

Because I’d spaced out. And she’d been talking. Most likely about why she was here and who had sent her and why. A possibility crossed my mind. “Wait. Andrew’s here?”

Bobbi waved a hand casually. “No. He’s too busy to deal with stuff like this.”

Stuff like this.

Stuff like what?

My head twirled with all the possible answers to that question and I—

“I don’t think you’re really listening to me, Josephine,” Bobbi declared.

She wasn’t wrong.

“So I guess I’m briefing you, then,” she said with a sigh. “Again.” She touched her temple for an instant. “There’s a problem. Well, actually, you are the problem.”

I flinched.

“You have a colorful past,” she continued. “I’m not shaming you for all those engagements, believe me. It wouldn’t matter if you weren’t Andrew’s daughter. Or if you hadn’t showed up at the worst possible moment.”

“He called me,” I croaked. “I didn’t show up. If anything—”

“Adalyn gave him no choice,” Bobbi countered. My stomach dropped at the reminder of the ultimatum Adalyn gave Andrew when she found out we were sisters. No one had known, much less expected, that the woman he’d sent to Green Oak on a philanthropic assignment would turn out to be my sister. Not Adalyn, and certainly not me, as happy as I was to call Adalyn a friend by the time the news hit. “He handled it all poorly, in my professional opinion. And now, one year later, in an attempt at redemption or whatever he’s intending, he’s made everything worse by talking about you and this place to Time magazine.”

The piece had come out last week. I wasn’t sure how he’d made anything worse, but I did know my name was included in a four-page article dedicated to Andrew Underwood’s life and business accomplishments. I also knew how the journalist who had penned it had referred to me.

A misstep.

Bobbi continued. “And just like I said it would happen, someone was curious enough to dig around about you and turn this whole affair into the soap opera no one needed. It’s not reflecting well on Andrew. It’s a threat to his image, his business, and everything that’s at stake with his retirement around the corner.” She paused. “You are the threat, by the way.”

The words left me in a strange breath. “I am?”

“You are Andrew’s misstep,” Bobbi explained, repeating the term that journalist had used.

I paled under my algae mask, hearing those words spoken aloud.

“He swept you under the rug for decades, which is not unheard of. You’d be surprised to learn about the children big personalities keep under wraps. But he—”

“I’m—” I shook my head. “I’m no one’s nothing. I’m just—his daughter.”

“And now everyone knows he abandoned you, Josephine,” Bobbi answered with a certainty that made me flinch back a step. “This sweet, small-town girl who lost her mother at seventeen and had to fend for herself while her dad made millions in Miami.” Her hand rose in the air again, now drawing a wave in front of me. “This sweet, small-town girl whose father’s absence damaged her so deeply she’s been relentlessly and fruitlessly searching for that love somewhere else. This sweet, small-town girl, who’s charmed not one, not two, not three, but four very distinct men, who she dropped like sad, lame, lukewarm potatoes. On their wedding day.” Her tone went dry. “It’s like you were written in a room, really. I’m appalled at how such a clever man couldn’t see how this would harm his image and threaten his legacy.”

Threaten his legacy.

Now my cheeks flamed. My whole body did, the skin under my robe warming up by the second. “That couldn’t be further from the truth.”

“Can’t it?” Bobbi asked with a shrug. “Maybe you should have a listen to a podcast called Filthy Reali-Tea. Season three, episode twelve, minute eighteen. They dissect the whole thing in detail. It’s shockingly insightful. It’s also the reason why I’m here.”

I blinked. “What—” The gust of air that came out of me cut the words off. “What podcast?”

“One with two million weekly listeners,” she said. “If you count all platforms, including video.” My mouth fell open and she shot me a glance I didn’t understand. “Would you move to Miami?” I swayed on my feet, starting to feel dizzy. “Seeing how tonight is going, I really think you should. You need me more than I thought you would. I won’t help you pack, though. Unless that gets us on the first flight out of this place. It’d be temporary, and the old man could come, although I’d prefer he doesn’t. We’ll put you in a nice condo and have you attend events and public outings with Andrew. Weather the storm. Show a united front.”

Bobbi’s voice turned into a high-pitched buzz drilling my ears. I brought my hands to my head. My temples. I patted my cheeks, trying to feel whether my skin burned. But I felt nothing. Was I burning? Was this a fever dream? I felt so… overwhelmed. So… on the verge of doing something extremely stupid. Like… pulling at my robe with a scream and darting in the direction of the woods. Away from this conversation. Even if that would mean I’d be trail-running butt naked in the middle of the night. I—

“What’s that?” Bobbi gasped, snapping back with a near shriek. “Why did no one tell me about that?”

I blinked the PR strategist back into focus, following the direction of her gaze straight to my hands. Christ. “It’s just jam. Maybe some blood from a cut, but—”

“No,” Bobbi huffed. “Not that.” She pointed at my ring finger. “That.”

“Oh,” I whispered. “That’s just my engagement ring. It’s not—”

“Why did no one tell me you’re engaged again?”

Again? “Because—”

“Hold on,” she interjected. “Shut up. Wait.” Her eyes closed and then she did something I wasn’t prepared for. Bobbi cackled. She laughed. It wasn’t a nice sound. It sounded rusty, and slightly… evil. “This changes everything.”

I was so tired. So done. So… “What does?”

“This,” she said, lifting my hand. “Sucks for him, but this is excellent news. For us. You, me, Andrew, my job. This mess.”

My mind searched for a way to explain to this woman that this was nothing but a misunderstanding. That this was one of my old engagement rings that was stuck on my finger. Not a new one. That sometimes I did silly things like trying them on again out of… nostalgia? Loneliness? Stupidity? And that when I was stressed, my fingers and ankles swelled and, well, rings got accidentally stuck. But I was overwhelmed past my limit. I’d already been before she got here, if the jam was any indication of how bad my problem-solving was when I panicked.

And now this woman thought I was engaged? Again. For a fifth time. And that it somehow changed everything.

I… Oh God. I was going to be sick. I needed time to think. I—

My attention caught on something behind her.

Not something. Someone. A man. Standing at the end of the driveway.

We must have caught his attention too, because his head turned. His hair was a disarray of shades of dirty blond, and I could make out a pair of glasses resting on the bridge of his nose. He stepped forward, his face coming under the light from the street.

“Matthew?” I heard myself say.

Bobbi glanced over.

“Who’s that? Your fiancé? Great. He should be here for this conversation anyway. How do you feel about a big wedding?” she continued, bending her mouth into a big smile. “We’ll make a splashy announcement. No expense spared. Out of Andrew’s pocket. Daddy to the rescue. There’s nothing people love more than a wedding. A reformed villain walking the bride down the aisle straight to her happily ever after. And boom, PR bomb deactivated. Father-daughter bond strengthened. Reputations saved. Crisis averted. Irritating podcasters silenced. No relocation of anyone anywhere. Bobbi wins and returns to civilization undefeated.”

Time seemed to stop for a second.

PR bomb deactivated. Father-daughter bond strengthened. Reputations saved. Crisis averted.

Then something in me clicked into place.

My hand rose in the air, and to everyone’s surprise—mine, Bobbi’s, and definitely Matthew’s—I yelled at the top of my lungs, “Hi, baby!”

Matthew’s head reared back, and I prayed he’d just go along with it. He knew me. Who I was.

“Love of my life!” I called even louder. “You’re finally back!”

As I said, I wasn’t exactly great at problem-solving when under stress.






CHAPTER TWO

Matthew’s eyes widened.

Crap.

Then he frowned.

Double crap.

Play along, I mouthed.

Matthew, who must have been caught in the storm that had just swept over Green Oak, based on his wet hair, glanced behind him. He pointed at himself.

Me? I read on his lips.

Okay, shit.

This wasn’t going as I’d imagined. But what had I been expecting? I hadn’t planned this. Matthew was my sister’s best friend, and I’d known that he’d be arriving in Green Oak at some point this weekend. But I didn’t even know why he was here, in my driveway. Had he decided to stop by on his way to Lazy Elk? Had Adalyn given him my address? Why was he carrying a duffel bag? Where was his car? I wished I had all those pieces of information, but he was Adalyn’s best friend, after all. Not mine. Matthew and I weren’t good friends, we were acquaintances. Of sorts. If that’s what you call two people who’d texted in a group chat but had never met in person.

And I’d just called him love of my life. Out loud. Really loud.

My eyes widened.

I’d just called him love of my life.

I swallowed, glancing back at Bobbi. Dark eyes met mine, expectant. Judging. Nope. I couldn’t back down now. Absolutely not. She’d think I had issues. Real issues, not the ones she accused me of having. I returned my attention to Matthew Flanagan, Adalyn’s best friend and, as of minutes ago, my doting fiancé. The thought made my head spin again, but I could work with this. He knew it was me. Josie. His best friend’s sister. He’ll know something’s up.

Matthew moved. Finally. His foot rose in the air and… he took a step forward. In the direction of the porch.

I let out all the air I held in relief.

“Oh boy, have I missed you,” I said, still loud. “Did you miss me too, sweet… baby… pie?”

Just like two light-brown flags of uncertainty would, his brows shot up.

“Oh, no need to answer that,” I rushed out. “I already know the answer like it’s tattooed on my heart. You’ve missed me a whole bunch, I’m sure. Because we love each other and people in love can’t wait to, you know, canoodle. Smooch. Make sweet love.”

Bobbi groaned behind me.

Matthew’s step faltered for a moment.

I didn’t blame either of them. I was appalled at myself too.

With a shake of my head, I walked down a couple of steps, closing some of the distance that was taking my impromptu fiancé ages to cover and ignoring the way my heart raced for all the wrong reasons.

He stopped at the bottom of the porch before looking up, his gaze swiping left and right. As if inspecting. Assessing. Then his eyes met mine. They were brown, big, and narrowed behind his glasses, still dripping with water. There was something in them, too. Something distracting that I couldn’t read. Something that made me think he was still deciding what to do. I felt myself plead with him, even if silently. The quality of his gaze changed, and I held my breath again.

“That’s me,” he announced, setting his boot on the last step of the porch with a wet thump. “Baby.” He cleared his throat. “And sweet baby pie. Which we’ll talk about later. Right now, I’m just glad I’m finally… home. Ready for all that canoodling.” There was a beat of silence. And Matthew must have mistaken my staggering relief for confusion, because he shot me a glance and said, “Now get your ass here and give me some sugar.”

Bobbi sighed loudly before letting out an appalled ugh.

Not me though. Just as requested, I kicked into action, flying off the porch and landing on his chest like giving this man some sugar was something I knew how to do. I didn’t, but my arms went around him either way, the top of my head locking right beneath his chin. And he… was soaking wet. Matthew’s clothes were sopping, including his leather jacket, and I could feel my robe absorbing the moisture. My skin cooling. I could also feel his body tense and stiff against mine. Why?

A throat cleared.

Bobbi. Right.

I peeled myself off Matthew’s chest with a murmured thank you that made him go even stiffer and turned to the woman standing on my porch. “Sorry,” I said with a smile. “I got carried away there for a second. We’re still in our honeymoon phase. Right, ah, Mattsie… Boo?”

Matthew remained silent, looking unsure again. Luckily, he shook it off quickly. “Right. Absolutely.” His gaze shifted away, falling on Bobbi. “And I take full responsibility for that.” A strange chuckle fell from his lips. “I’m Matthew. Flanagan. And this is my home. And this”—his arm swung over my shoulders—“is my woman.”

“Bobbi,” she said with a grimace. “Shark. I’m no one’s property, nor do I own anything except perhaps too much cryptocurrency, thanks to questionable financial advice.”

“Yay,” I squeaked. Loudly. “Now that that’s out of the way, and introductions are made, how about—”

“How long have you been engaged?” Bobbi asked.

Matthew huffed out a strange sound that I had to cover with an obnoxious laugh before answering, “Six blissful days.”

Bobbi’s eyes narrowed.

“It was the most romantic proposal,” I added. “My favorite, out of all of them.” I felt Matthew’s gaze falling on my profile, drilling two perfectly eye-shaped holes. “Why do you ask?”

“It’s important information,” Bobbi said with a shrug meant to be casual. It didn’t fool me. She sauntered all the way to the banister and leaned right beside one of my flowerpots. “And how did he propose, if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Romantic picnic,” I immediately shot back, feeling Matthew’s arm tense around my shoulders. Bobbi’s brows arched. “At sunset,” I offered, and the way she continued to look at me plucked every word that followed right out of my chest. “We drove to a sunflower field, an hour from Green Oak. I was wearing a sundress and he was wearing a white shirt. The flimsy kind that looks effortlessly great. It compliments his bone structure.”

Bobbi’s lips pursed. “I know the type.”

“We were sipping rosé,” I continued, unstoppable. “And eating cheese he’d cut into very thin slices, just how I like, and before I knew what was happening, he was kneeling in front of me, and a teacup pig emerged from the sunflowers, tiny legs jogging in our direction. The pig stopped at Matthew’s feet, a letter attached to a bow around his neck. I unfolded the note, my heart racing with the question I knew was written there. Then he said the words, Will you do me the honor of marrying me?”

Silence followed my very elaborate proposal story, my heart racing in the middle of my chest.

“What a lucky, creative man I am,” I heard very softly beside me.

Bobbi’s head tilted to the side. “Agreed,” she quipped, climbing down a step. “Let’s circle back tomorrow. I can’t believe I’m going to say this, but it looks like I might be acting as your wedding planner, too.”

“Excuse me, our w—” Matthew started, his arm dropping off my shoulders.

I shot him a pointed look I covered with a smile. “You’re tired. And need sleep. And there’s all that sweet love, remember? So how about we let Bobbi go, and we go inside, and we sit down and chat? Alone.”

“That’s a great idea, Josephine,” Bobbi commented, now right by our side. “You should explain everything to your fiancé. And remember not to forget the part about the big, fat, small-town wedding. Daddy’s paying, no expense spared.”

Words rose to my tongue, but the look on Matthew’s face stopped them from coming out. His gaze took me in, up and down, quickly. Shock registered, then he paled.

I looked down at myself, understanding what he saw. “I keep forgetting about that. It’s just jam,” I explained.

Matthew, who seemed a little taller and wider now that he was standing in front of me like this, wavered. And to my surprise, all he said was, “Josie?”

I frowned at him, wondering why he was saying my name like that.

Bobbi patted Matthew’s shoulder. “Congrats, champ. Let’s just hope this ring sticks. At least long enough for me to work my magic and fix this mess. But we’ll work on the details and the media angle. Tomorrow— Oh, maybe we should have the wedding in Miami? Hm, sleep on that. I will too. Now, it’s been a pleasure, but bye.”

Matthew looked at me, lips still pale, and expression miserable. Not shocked or baffled or even angry. But just… crestfallen.

My lips parted, but before I could speak, his hand was reaching out and clasping my wrist. He brought my left hand up, gently, slowly, his skin cold and clammy against mine as he turned my palm around.

“Matthew,” I started.

But that was all I managed to get out before Grandpa Moe burst through the door, hands clad in pink cleaning gloves, and an apron lined with tiny yellow stars around his waist.

“Absolutely not!” he exclaimed, arms in the air, effectively drawing the attention of every human and every animal currently residing within a thirty-foot radius of us. “My Josie is not leaving for Miami. And I’m not leaving either.” Grandpa’s eyes bore into the man who was still holding my hand. “Josie, why is that wet-looking shallot holding your hand like that? Yes, you. The one flapping his lips like some trout swimming upstream. You’re not taking nobody to Miami!”

“Jesus, Grandpa,” I warned, looking around for Bobbi, but she’d… vanished. “Could you—”

“Do not Jesus, Grandpa me,” he countered, moving to the banister. “Do you—” He stopped himself, his gaze moving behind us. “Otto Higgings!” he yelled. “Get your ass back into your house! This is nothing of your concern, you nosy, wilted prune.”

A silent curse left me under my breath. I didn’t need to turn to check if my neighbor—and Grandpa’s nemesis—was across the yard, sticking his nose in our business. Because of course he was. Of course—

Something tugged at my hand.

I refocused on Matthew, who was looking down, the little color left in his face draining. I followed the direction of his gaze with mine. My hand was still in his, upturned, and a cut was on my palm. It was barely bleeding, but some of my skin was smudged with a darker red than the one from the strawberry jam.

“Josie,” Matthew whispered. “You’re bleeding.”

“Oh,” I said, retrieving my hand and wiping the cut with the sleeve of my robe. “Don’t worry, it’s just a…” I trailed off. “Matthew?”

His eyelids were at half-mast, and before I could do anything about it, he dropped to the ground.






CHAPTER THREE

When Matthew came to, he did so with a startled gasp.

I pushed a mug in his direction and forced myself to give him my warmest, most welcoming smile.

He blinked at me.

My lips fell. “Please drink this? I’ll be right back. I’m a fast changer, and Grandpa Moe will keep an eye on you.”

I couldn’t blame Matthew for his confusion or reluctance to accept the mug. I couldn’t blame Grandpa Moe for the complaint that left him either. But beggars couldn’t be choosers, so the moment the tea was in Matthew’s hand, I whirled around and sprinted upstairs. And the second I closed the door to my bedroom, I sank to the ground.

My eyes closed, shoulders resting against the wooden surface.

All the air in my lungs left me in a hissed, “Shit.”

No, I corrected myself. This wasn’t a shit situation. It was a truckload of cow dung clogging all five of your senses kind of situation.

Because tonight… had been a lot. There were comedy sketches less far-fetched than what had gone down. Grandpa Moe screaming like a wolf had just sneaked into the coop and slaughtered half his chickens had only been the cherry on top. I still wondered how I’d managed to keep cool when Matthew had plummeted to the ground. How we—and yes, I was bringing the old man with me on this—had made a six-foot-something adult man collapse. Just like it happened to my clay when it didn’t hold its shape. One second he was there, strong and solid and seemingly safe between my hands, and the next turn of the wheel he was smudged all over the floor.

Only, Matthew wasn’t clay. Or a project I could mold into the shape I wanted. He was my sister’s best friend. A person with a life, who I’d pulled into my mess. This wasn’t something I could fix by stiffening him with a blow-dryer, as much as I wished I could. Actually, forget that. I shouldn’t even be thinking of stiffening or blowing Matthew dry.

I reopened my eyes, stood back up, straightened my back, and refocused on my task. Change. Not digress. So I slipped into my en suite to clean the algae mask off my face, making a mental note to throw the rest of the can away. It had bad juju, I decided. Once that was off, I scrubbed at my hands, put a Band-Aid over the cut on my palm, and slipped into the first thing I found lying around. Leggings, tank top, and a cardigan. Brushing my hair with my hands only once I was trotting my way downstairs.

“Is the tea okay?” I asked, not even completely through the kitchen threshold.

The man sitting on my pink easy chair remained silent, his eyes meeting mine as I came to a stop in front of him.

“It’s chamomile,” I commented to fill in the silence. “My mom used to prepare it for me when I felt sick or I had a bad day. I figured you’d had one of those. So I thought it’d help. Comfort you. It makes me feel like new.”

Matthew seemed to ponder his answer before giving me a curt, “Thanks.”

It wasn’t exactly reassuring, but at least the color had returned to his face. It was a nice face, now that I could see it under proper lighting. Square jaw, straight nose, full lips, and brown eyes hiding behind glasses. I’d cleaned them up for him during the couple minutes he’d been out of it. They’d been a little stained from the rain and it was the least I could do, all things considered. I… liked them. His glasses. I’d never seen him wear them in pictures. Or whenever Adalyn had FaceTimed him and I’d been around to steal a glance or exchange a hello.

They made him look… different. More… I didn’t know. I supposed that hardly mattered anyway.

“Your hand okay?” Matthew asked in a deep, raspy voice.

“Yes,” I admitted, relieved at the fact he was talking. I grabbed a stool and placed it in front of him before plopping down on it. “It was nothing. Just a tiny cut,” I lied. It hadn’t been that tiny.

“You were bleeding, Josie.”

“I was, yup. But let’s not talk about that. I’m okay, and I’d hate for you to… go all ghoulish again.”

“It’s fine,” he commented, dragging the mug to his mouth. “I can’t remember the last time that happened. I think being caught in the rain didn’t help matters, and my body just gave out for a moment there.” His hands lowered the tea to his lap. Brown eyes roamed across my face, then down, taking me in slowly, or lazily, or maybe tiredly, before returning back to mine. “You really are a quick changer.”

“It’s one of my superpowers,” I said with a chuckle. But it was short-lived. I hadn’t been the only one in need of a change of clothes and I hated the reminder. I eyed the damp jeans and even damper sweater on him. “We took off your leather jacket when we moved you inside. You muttered something under your breath, and I supposed it was about that.” There was a new, awkward beat of silence. “It’s going to take some miracle to bring it back to life. Sorry. Probably your boots, too, if I’m being honest. I didn’t take those off you, but I wanted to. Ideally, I should have removed every item of clothing off you. But Grandpa Moe didn’t let me.”

Matthew’s eyebrows rose.

“I obviously mean it in a practical, medical way,” I explained. “Not in a let’s strip you to your underwear kind of way.”

The corner of his mouth tipped up.

“I wouldn’t undress an unconscious man,” I assured him. “Not unless I was sure his life depended on being, you know, naked. And yours didn’t. You were mumbling stuff. So you were mostly fine. And it would have been really awkward to carry you inside naked.”

Matthew’s lips fell flat.

“Don’t worry.” I gave him a big smile. “Grandpa and I cart heavy stuff around on the regular. Well, mostly me, because I don’t really let him do that anymore. Although I’m starting to believe those Pilates classes I’ve been taking are not toning my muscles as much as I was promised. Maybe I should have gone with my gut and given Krav Maga a try.” I shrugged a shoulder. “Oh. Want to hear something funny?”

His only answer was a strange look.

“Adalyn also fainted the day she arrived in town last year,” I told him anyway. “Under different circumstances, of course. Although I’m pretty sure you know all about that already. But hey, isn’t that a fun coincidence? The two of you just losing consciousness the moment you step foot in Green Oak?”

Based on the way Matthew continued to look at me, I didn’t think he found it exactly funny. In fact, I noticed he hadn’t said a word in a little bit, and I’d arguably said too many of them.

“I tend to ramble when I’m nervous,” I muttered. “So it would be nice if you said something. Just, anything, really.”

“You’re not what I expected.” He huffed out a laugh. It was short. A little tired. But it was one, so I’d take it. “And at the same time, you are.”

A small smile bent my lips. A genuine one, for a change, tonight. Even if I had no idea what Matthew meant by that.

“He doesn’t deserve that,” Grandpa Moe grunted, suddenly there beside us. He dropped a plate on Matthew’s lap. “He hasn’t earned a smile.”

I rolled my eyes. “Well, I believe he has earned more than a smile after tonight. Plus, I’ll give my smiles to whoever I want to, Moe Poe.”

Grandpa Moe ignored that, pointing a finger at Matthew. “Grilled cheese. Eat. You were looking like some stale leek a few minutes ago. Something tells me you’ve skipped a meal today. So eat.”

“Grandpa means well,” I told the blond man crowding my favorite chair in the house. Mathew chewed diligently. “And I promise he’ll stop calling you silly names. I don’t know what’s gotten into him tonight. He’s being extra grumpy.”

“I won’t stop calling him nothing,” Grandpa countered. “And I don’t mean well. I want him healthy and strong for selfish reasons. I still don’t know if I’ll have to whoop his ass.”

I scoffed at the old man before turning back to Matthew. “He doesn’t mean that.”

“I do,” Grandpa Moe insisted, taking the plate off Matthew’s hands just as he gobbled the last bite down. “That was fast. Still hungry?”

“No, sir,” Matthew answered, passing his mouthful down. “But thank you, sir.”

I snorted at the two sirs. “You can call him Grandpa Moe, just like everyone else in town does. Or at the very least Moe. There’s no need for formalities, I promise—”

“My name is Maurice,” Grandpa Moe interjected. “And how about he keeps calling me sir until I decide what to do with him? This is my home and he’s not a guest.”

I turned to look at my suspenders-wearing roommate. “Your home? You’re lucky I like you, or else I’d be kicking your butt and shipping you to Fairhill’s nursing home, Mr. Nursing Homes Make Me Feel Ancient.” Grandpa gasped, even though he knew I didn’t mean it. He wasn’t getting rid of me that easily. Not after his stroke, even if he had made a good recovery. I shifted my focus back to Matthew. “I’m so sorry, I—”

“He’s right,” he said, the light brown in his eyes shining with a reassurance I probably didn’t deserve. “He just met me and he’s your grandfather. I did skip lunch today. And dinner, seeing the time. That wasn’t smart, and I’m sure it had something to do with me going down like that. So thanks for the food and the tea and for taking that wet jacket off me and dragging my ass here. Thank you for not stripping me down to my underwear, too. As comfortable as I am naked, you’re right, it’d make everything twice as awkward.”

Twice as awkward. I’d used the word myself, but it bothered me that it was his choice to describe this too.

Grandpa Moe grumbled something unintelligible before turning around and shuffling back to the stove, where I knew he’d be preparing more food for Matthew. He really was more bark than bite.

“Grandpa Moe is not really my grandfather,” I felt the need to say. “I…” Thought this was something Adalyn might have told Matthew. “I don’t think it hurts that I clarify it. Grandpa lives—used to live next door. Right beside Otto Higgings. Not sure if you remember him—”

“I do,” Matthew said. “Nosy, wilted prune.”

I nodded with a light chuckle. “Grandpa would help around the house when I was little. Apparently, one day I decided that he was my Grandpa Moe, and not just Moe, and wouldn’t call him anything else. It stuck, and somehow all of Green Oak calls him that now.” I summoned a small smile. “So please, do that too. I promise he won’t mind.”

Matthew’s eyes took me in for a few seconds. Contemplating. Then he leaned slightly forward, lowering his voice. “I think I’d like to be on the safe side and keep my balls intact,” he said with a wink.

A wink.

The curve of my lips turned genuine. Happy, even. This was a lot more like the Matthew I’d heard about. The Matthew I’d expected. From everything Adalyn had said about her best friend, but also from the interactions we’d had. A while ago, Adalyn had added both of us to a group chat with her and Cameron, her boyfriend and my friend, and it was impossible not to form an idea of Matthew based on his texts. Funny, clever, often playful, brutally honest. Matthew typed the most outrageous things, and I’d found myself laughing out loud reading his messages more than once.

Which reminded me of the last conversation we’d had on there. “So…” I trailed off, tugging at the sleeves of my cardigan. “How was the trip?”

He sighed. “Long. Tedious. Necessary.”

“Well, Chicago is not exactly around the corner,” I commented. “I knew you were coming, but I didn’t know you were getting here tonight.”

His shoulders dropped, and he let his whole body fall back on the seat. “My lease wasn’t up until Monday, but I couldn’t sleep one more night surrounded by boxes.”

“You’re staying at the lodge, right?” I continued. It was vacant now that Adalyn and Cameron had found a home closer to Charlotte, and the soccer youth club they had founded and now dedicated all their time to. “Lazy Elk is great. You’ll love it there, I promise. It’s super cozy, stylish, and has the best views in town.”

It made it twice as hard for Adalyn and Cameron to leave Green Oak. Maybe that was why they hadn’t rented it out yet. Maybe a part of them didn’t want to fully let go. Or maybe they just thought it would be good to keep it vacant in case someone visited. Or needed it, like Matthew did. Neither my sister nor Cameron required the extra income from a potential lease anyway. Perks of being a hardworking boss lady and a retired professional soccer player.

“I’ve heard,” Matthew said. “Adalyn warned me it was shockingly hard to find, too, but I wasn’t expecting my maps app to keep rerouting me for a whole hour. I still don’t understand how I ended up on some dirt road and drove right into a pothole.”

“So that’s what happened?” I felt my brows knot with concern. I knew I had no right to lecture him—especially not tonight—but… “You should have stayed in the car, Matthew. You shouldn’t venture out into a storm. And please, do not ever wander into the woods. In fact, next time just call—” I stopped myself. I’d been about to say me. “Just call someone. Help. A tow.”

His eyes did a strange swipe over my face, as if surprised by my reaction. Then a light roll of laughter left him. “Battery was out after all that rerouting. I know how much of a cliché that is. But my Prius doesn’t have a USB port, and I was supposed to be a mile away from the lodge. I didn’t think I’d be soaking wet within a few minutes and get lost. By the time I realized my mistake, I just hoped the lodge was closer than the car.”

I frowned at him. I didn’t want to say it, but… “You’re such a man.”

He snorted. “Fair assessment. But you’re right. It was dumb and I… It’s been a long day, Josie. A long fucking week, if I’m honest.”

My stomach dropped at his words. The reason why he probably said that, besides his unfortunate arrival into town.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I can’t imagine how incredibly hard that has been. Adalyn told me what happened with your job. And I’m sorry. It wasn’t fair, I’m sure, and it sucks that you were laid off like that. I’m just—sorry.”

Matthew stiffened with every word that left my mouth. “There’s nothing for you to be sorry for.”

But there was. Because he’d been fired, and he’d had to leave Chicago, and was moving—temporarily, according to Adalyn—into Lazy Elk, and… tonight had happened.

We stayed like that, looking at each other in not an uncomfortable silence, but still not an easy one either. A plate clattered behind us, and I wondered whether I should excuse myself and go help Grandpa, whether I should continue to make small talk with Matthew, or whether I should address the topic I’d been avoiding.

Matthew’s head must have been in the same place, because I watched his gaze dip, falling on my lap, where my hands were clasped.

“I’m not really engaged,” I finally said, showing him the back of my left hand. I had a Band-Aid over the cut on my palm, but I still made sure to keep that facing me. Just in case. “Not to you, obviously. Not to anyone else, either. Not now, at least.”

“So I didn’t imagine all of that, huh?” His expression turned pensive. “I kind of hoped I had.”

That stung a little.

But I couldn’t say I didn’t deserve it. I made myself smile. “You didn’t. Every bizarre event you remember happened.” I glanced down, bringing my hands back to my lap. “The ring is from a previous relationship and it’s… stuck. I tried to lubricate my skin with jam, which wasn’t the smartest idea. But soap wasn’t working, and I didn’t want to wait around for butter to melt.” I shook my head. “So strawberry jam seemed like a good, sensible option.”

Matthew was quiet again, enough to make me look back at him. His expression was now blank. As if he was trying to keep whatever he thought of me off his face.

So I continued. “Bobbi Shark was also real, I’m afraid. She, ah. Well. She was the reason I went into full panic mode, if you want to call it that. She… works for Andrew, my father. And her showing up caught me off guard. And before I could process that, she was rattling off all these things about me, and a PR crisis, and moving to Miami and… suddenly she was talking about the ring, and you were there, and I wanted her gone, and I really didn’t want to move to Miami, so I—I didn’t think. I acted.”

Silence followed my very poor account of the facts.

I grew even more restless. “I know how hard that is to believe but—”

“No,” he interjected. “It was clear that Bobbi was a threat from where I was standing.”

A gulp of air escaped my lips. So he understood, then. Kind of. “I wouldn’t call her a threat,” I said with what I hoped was a reassuring smile. It was a real one, too. “But she’s a little scary. Enough for me to see you and think, or hope, really, that you would help. I am your best friend’s sister, anyway, so it’s not like I was asking a complete stranger—”

“I didn’t know.”

My brow burrowed.

“I didn’t know,” he repeated. “I was trying to help, you’re right.” He rubbed the side of his neck with his hand. His voice went down. “But I didn’t know it was you, Josie.”

My smile faltered.

I didn’t know it was you, Josie.

“That’s all right,” I croaked with a wave of my hand. Surely, I couldn’t be hurt by that. I was being ridiculous and the sinking in my stomach meant nothing. “It took me all of three seconds to know it was you,” I continued, watching his face fall. “Which is okay. It really is. I’m just really good with faces. Plus there was all the…” I pointed at myself. “You know. Algae extract and jam situation going on. So I wouldn’t expect you to spot me in the distance, with only a streetlamp around, and be like, hey, that’s Josie Moore right there. We don’t even know each other that well. I mean, who does that?”

Me, that was who.

But that didn’t matter now.

Matthew hesitated, as if at a loss, but then he said, “I’m sorry.”

I let out a snort. “What for? There’s nothing to be sorry about.” I blinked at the new emotion entering his face and decided it was time. Now. Time to stop tiptoeing around this thing. I inhaled. Exhaled. Then said, “Ithinkweshouldjustdoit.”

Matthew frowned.

“We should finish what we started and pretend it’s you,” I explained, lifting my hand. “The one who put this on my finger.”

Matthew’s mouth hung open for an instant. Then he said, “What?”

“Let’s pretend we’re engaged,” I told him, my skin heating under the cardigan. “Just like we did at the porch. Bobbi bought it. She thought it was real. Real enough to leave. Which was the goal. She said it would fix the problem. The PR crisis that I was telling you about? I can get into the details, but your face is doing a really weird thing.” It wasn’t moving. Not a muscle in his body was. “Are you going to faint again?”

“No.”

“Good. Great.” I smiled a little, relieved. “So—”

“No,” he repeated. His Adam’s apple bobbed. “No.”

“No?” I asked. “Those are a lot of nos and I only asked one question.”

A strange sound left his throat. “We’re not doing anything. We’re not—” He stopped himself. “We’re not pretending we’re engaged. No.” His back straightened, face serious. “Absolutely not, sweetheart.”

I frowned. “Sweetheart?”

He shot me a look.

“But—”

“No,” he said a fourth time. His voice softened. “I can’t do it.”

I squared my shoulders too. “We could talk about it. Discuss. Do a pros and cons list. Whatever you need to—”

“I can’t,” he interjected.

My shoulders sunk. “You can’t or you won’t?”

“Does it matter? Point is: what you’re suggesting is crazy. Tonight was a fun anecdote I’m sure will make Cam and Adalyn holler with laughter. But we’re not…” His throat worked. “Playing engaged. I’ve just gotten here.”

That quick, albeit sharp, pang of hurt returned. “It’d be for a little while, I’m sure. Just to weather the storm. She only mentioned a splashy announcement. So we could hear Bobbi out and then, we reassess.”

He laughed again but it was dark. Humorless. Bitter. “Do you realize how crazy this thing you’re suggesting is? How ludicrous?”

Now that actually stung. “Well, from every single story Adalyn has told me about you, it wouldn’t be the craziest thing you’ve done. You’re pretty ludicrous yourself, you know that?”

Matthew didn’t seem bothered by the accusation. “Well, this is not a college party where you’re daring me to stroll naked down campus, sweetheart. This is marriage. A wedding. The ring of some man on your finger.”

Again with the nakedness. And the sweetheart. “It’s not marriage. It’s an engagement,” I corrected. “And it’s fake. We’re not getting married-married.”

Matthew’s mouth bent in a… disbelieving smile. It wasn’t a nice smile, and I didn’t think he realized the face he was making at me. “I can’t believe we’re having this conversation. I… can’t even think straight.” He stood up, and I had to tip my head back to look at him. “I should probably get to the lodge. I—”

A truck-like sound filled the kitchen, bringing Matthew’s words to a stop.

We both turned toward the source, finding Grandpa Moe sitting at the kitchen table a few feet away. His head dangled back, mouth wide open, a tower of grilled sandwiches on a plate in front of him. He was snoring.

Cranky, sweet old man. He must have been exhausted from all that yelling.

I turned to study Matthew’s profile as he stared at Grandpa. My hand reached out before I could stop it. Matthew’s eyes plunged downward, landing on my fingers as they wrapped around his forearm. His clothes were still so damp.

“Stay,” I told him. “You can have more food. Grab a shower and borrow some dry clothes. Then crash on the couch. It’s comfortable and it’s late. I’d feel a little better if you stayed the night. Grandpa will too.”

Matthew hesitated, brown eyes still fastened around my hand. It was my left, I realized. He was probably inspecting Ricky’s ring, thinking how crazy and ludicrous I was. “All right,” he finally said.

I released him and stood up, the tip of my nose almost brushing his throat with the motion. Warmth rose to my cheeks as I stepped aside. “I’ll get some blankets and a towel for you. You can get started on the sandwiches if you want.”

Then I whirled on my heels, deciding that what I felt in my gut wasn’t rejection.

Matthew couldn’t reject someone he didn’t have.

It was just guilt. And disappointment. And exhaustion. Matthew was probably right. I was a little crazy, and my plans always were a little ludicrous.

And we couldn’t do this.

An engagement wasn’t a quick patch over a flat tire. It wasn’t something you faked for the sake of a narrative, or for a relationship with a parent that I didn’t even know how to navigate. It was a commitment. A promise.

A walk down the aisle.

Although that had never been the case for me.






CHAPTER FOUR

Matthew slept like the dead.

Which didn’t justify me watching him sleep for what had to be close to fifteen minutes now. But what was I supposed to do? My living room stood between the stairs and the kitchen. And he was currently occupying my couch. And I liked to do something while I had my morning coffee—gallons of it, after the night I’d had. So although I would have loved to give Matthew some privacy, it had been practically impossible to do so.

He looked… like a truck had run him over, frankly. His dirty-blond strands were a tangled mess. One of his arms was thrown over his head, while the other hung over the edge of the couch. And I could see a socked foot peeking out of the blanket. It was cute. If not for the fact that Matthew was bare chested under the blanket, and Grandpa’s borrowed pajama top laid on the floor in a heap of checkered flannel.

I sipped at the tiny mug containing my fourth espresso. “I’m a creep,” I murmured, tilting my head from my post at the armchair. And this needed to stop. He was a guest. And I was ogling him. Like a weirdo with nothing better to do.

I cleared my throat. “Matthew?” I called, and when he didn’t react, I said a little louder, “Matthew Flanagan?”

I watched him for a few moments, but he didn’t even stir.

He left me no choice, really.

“MATTHEW!” I exclaimed.

The man sprung upward, producing his glasses from somewhere and slipping them right on. Wide brown eyes met mine.

I smiled at him. “Good morning, sunshine.”

He blinked, sleep still tugging at his features and hair pointing in all directions. Also? The blanket had come down to his waist and I could see… his very glorious chest. Golden skin. Pecs. What had to be a seriously hard stomach. Holy shrimp. Matthew was…

“Ripped.”

“Thanks,” he said, his hand landing over his collarbone and scratching a spot. He yawned lazily. “What time is it?”

My eyes widened a little as I tried to keep them on his face. I had really said that out loud. “It’s a little after nine,” I answered. “And you’re welcome. And also, can you please cover yourself? That’s… a lot of man boob you’re flashing.”

It was slow, but a smirk took shape around his mouth. “That’s why you were watching me sleep?”

A scoff left me. “I was not.”

“Okay.” He shrugged. “But I wouldn’t mind if you were.”

I tipped my chin up like the liar I was. “Okay, Bella Swan, but I wasn’t.” I leaned down, snagged the checkered pajama shirt on the floor, and threw it at him. “I need to talk to you and your nippies are staring into my eyes, like two beacons of manhood asking to be acknowledged. So if you don’t mind?”

Matthew caught the shirt with a laugh. The sound warmed my chest. Just a little. “Never thought I’d have my nipples being called nippies,” he said, slipping his arms into the sleeves. “Or beacons of manhood.” He buttoned up. “I can’t wait to hear what you say when you realize I’m wearing no pants.”

My brows shot up, so high and so fast, they probably left a mark on my scalp.

“I…”

I’d just lost my focus. My nerve too.

Because I’d had a plan, I knew I had one. That was why I’d been waiting for Matthew to wake up before I left to open Josie’s Joint, the coffee shop whose doors should have already been welcoming customers. I’d wanted to talk to him. Yes. But it was a little hard to do that now. Why wasn’t he wearing the pajama bottoms he’d borrowed? Did I leave the heating too high? Did he simply sleep in the nude? Was Matthew not wearing any underwear? God. How was I supposed to think, much less sound convincing now?

I really couldn’t catch a break, could I?

All I’d wanted was to pick things up where we’d left them last night. To give him the full picture I had now, after researching instead of sleeping, which is exactly why I was on my way to a fifth espresso.

The moment my head hit the pillow, Bobbi’s words had returned to haunt me.

Maybe you should have a listen to a podcast called Filthy Reali-Tea. Season three, episode twelve, minute eighteen. They dissect the whole thing in detail. It’s shockingly insightful.

It would have been really stupid—or naïve—not to check. So I did. Together with every single entry Google had offered about Andrew Underwood. Even the ones I hadn’t fully understood. The ones about stock value and personal scandals affecting business. As if hearing—and watching—two strangers who really had millions of listeners dissect my existence in a five-minute section where they discussed unrelated A-list gossip wasn’t enough of a blow.

The memory brought goose bumps to my skin. As if I were somehow thrust back in time and I was lying in bed all over again. Headphones plugged in and wide eyes blankly staring at the wall in front of me while the voices of two strangers curled around insecurities I didn’t know I had.


INTERIOR—FILTHY REALI-TEA STUDIO—DAY

SAM: Wait up, wait up. You’re telling me this is the same man whose daughter got into a brawl with that Miami team’s mascot last year? The one who’s with that retired soccer player from Europe?

NICK: (clicks tongue) That’s exactly what I’m telling you, Sam. He’s Andrew Underwood. From Underwood Enterprises or Holdings or something like that. He owns stuff like real estate and corporations? You know that if it’s not tech no one really cares.

SAM: More like you don’t, but fair I guess. Real estate is not as exciting—unless it’s being sold by hot people in full glam, and unless I can peruse the properties from the comfort of my couch.

NICK: We like what we like. Thankfully, the Underwood family is just as deliciously layered. Like… a real-life Succession episode you’re seeing unfold before your eyes. With the drama, the money, the orphan who happens to be an heiress, the secret past, and all the trauma.

SAM: Which reminds me that I should really reschedule my therapy session.

NICK: Do that, Sam. Therapy is crucial. But you should also stop sidetracking me. Because this family has issues, as I was telling you. It really is like they’re growing them on demand. Rich Daddy, for example: kept his origins a secret for decades. There’s this piece in Time magazine where he admits being ashamed of coming from some tiny place in North Carolina, and letting everyone believe he was in fact from Miami.

SAM: Ew. That’s a big waving red flag.

NICK: And that’s only the tip of the iceberg. This newly discovered daughter, Josephine something-something, who he also kept under wraps for decades, is from—brace yourself—that same tiny place.

SAM: The plot thickens. A nostalgic rendezvous?

NICK: It seems. And it more than thickens because she… whoa. (laughs) I can’t even say it with a straight face. I swear, I’m not making it up.

SAM: Spill it. I spend way too much time on the internet to be shocked.

NICK: She’s a serial runner.

SAM: (disappointed sigh)

NICK: No, no. Wait. This girl runs on men. On grooms. Her fiancés. She gets engaged and abandons the dudes AT THE ALTAR. (pause) On their wedding day.

SAM: Wait, what? But how many are we talking about?

NICK: FOUR. For now.

SAM: (gasps, then laughs) Like that rom-com from ages ago?

NICK: The nineties was not that long ago, Sammy. Stop talking about millennials like we’re ancient. But yes, just like Julia Roberts in that movie. And I swear I’m not answering who Julia Roberts is. I’m also not making this up. We’ve hunted for pictures of her and found one, in some local newspaper, and as expected, she’s a stunner. She also happens to be this wholesome, small-town girl with big blue eyes and cowboy boots. I didn’t even know they wore those in North Carolina. But anyway. Four times!

SAM: (chokes out a laugh) Whoa. (slow clap) Listen, I applaud. We love a bad bish who can and will say no. Even if it’s giving trauma and I’m low-key a little worried about her.

NICK: (chuckles) I mean, I can’t blame her, really. I would have big, fat daddy issues if my father had ditched me in some town in the middle of nowhere to live it up in a mansion in Miami. Do you have any idea how nice my tan would be if I lived in Miami? (loud exhale) Now seriously, you know I occasionally have a heart. So drama aside, it’s no wonder the girl is messed-up. She apparently lost her mother young—we didn’t find out when exactly—and Rich Daddy did nothing. Small-Town Heiress didn’t even know she was an Underwood until very recently.




OEBPS/e9781668011355/fonts/EBGaramond-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668011355/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668011355/fonts/CourierPrime-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668011355/fonts/Lato-Italic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668011355/fonts/Lato-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668011355/fonts/PetitFormalScript-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668011355/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668011355/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Acknowledgments


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Simon & Schuster Front Sign-up Page


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Prologue


		Acknowledgments


		Book Recommendations


		About the Author


		Simon & Schuster Back Sign-up Page


		Copyright








		IV


		V


		VII


		VIII


		IX


		X


		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


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422








OEBPS/e9781668011355/fonts/Lato-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668011355/images/9781668011355.jpg
“Josie and Matthew are Elena Armas’s
swooniest couple yet.”
—HANNAH GRACE, #1 New York Times

bestselling author of Icebreaker

DIL
ELENA ARMAS

New York Times bestselling author of

THE SPANISH LOVE
DECEPTION





OEBPS/e9781668011355/fonts/CourierPrime-BoldItalic.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668011355/images/title.jpg
THE FIANCE
DILEMMA

ELENA ARMAS

NNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNNN





OEBPS/e9781668011355/fonts/Lato-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781668011355/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


