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​Chapter 1​:
Ivey
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“Ugh, where are my black pumps!” I threw another pair of sneakers to the side as I rifled through the bottom of my closet. I was already running late. Where the hell did I put those damn shoes? 

“They’re in here, honey,” my mom poked her head through the doorway. “You left them by the door again.” She dangled the black pumps from her fingers. Her eyes judged me silently as only a mother could. 

“Thanks,” I tipped my head and gave her a curtsey. 

“You look nice. I see you chose to wear the black dress again. Are you sure that’s such a good idea? You can see the tattoo on your thigh. Don’t you think the plum would go with your green eyes? It would hide the tattoo so well. You want to make a good impression, don’t you?” She waved her hand at the ink showing beneath the black dress. 

“Mom, it’s fine, no one bats an eye at tattoos anymore. Plus, it’s the most professional-looking thing I own. The plum dress is a little too low cut for a job interview.” I ran my hand down the front of the dress smoothing it out. There wasn’t much I could do about it now. I still had to drive to St. Paul. I was going to have to speed the whole way as it was. 

“You changed so much in New York." She sighs, shaking her head. "Maybe we’ll need to go shopping before you have any more interviews.” Her shoulders slumped in disappointment like she was carrying the weight of my life decisions as she left the room. 

Ignoring her comment about New York,  I glanced down at the lines of my tattoo showing beneath the hem of my dress. Honestly, I didn’t care about showing off my tattoo. If they had a problem with that, they would definitely have a problem with the green streaks in my jet-black hair. I pinned it up so the green was swirled into a stylish roll. I was going for stylish yet professional. Besides, they should be looking at my credentials, not my colored hair or tattoos. 

Who was I kidding? 

This was my seventh interview, it probably wouldn’t hurt to cover up my tattoo at least. 

I sighed. 

Maybe this time the interviewer would look beyond my outward appearance. Even though, I wasn’t sure that was the reason I wasn’t getting a job. The publishing industry was dying. It was becoming harder and harder to find a position among the diminishing publishing houses. Yet, here I was, on my way to yet another interview. Hoping, this was the one who would give me the chance I needed. The chance to live out my dream. 

I ran down the stairs. My dad stopped me at the door, hand outstretched. “Hey, kiddo, take this.” A pop-tart was wrapped in it’s foil wrapper. “You need to eat something.” 

“Thanks, Dad, is it strawberry?” I asked, taking the warm bundle from his hands. 

“Come now, would I give you anything else?” he quirked a smile. I wrapped an arm around him and kissed his cheek, before rushing out the door. My red Kia Soul waited for me at the end of the driveway. The drive to St. Paul felt excruciatingly long. It always did when I was running late. 

I pulled into the parking lot taking in my surroundings. 

Is this it? It looks more like an industrial building than a publishing house? 

I matched the numbers of the address to the door. 

Yeah, this was the place. 

I took a deep breath. Grabbing the folder with my letters of recommendation, I hurried up to the door. The plaque to the side of the door was the only thing indicating I was in the right place. You’d never know it by the stucco industrial-style building. Maybe this was a new age publishing house like the new breweries popping up in industrial parks.

 I thought I read they’d been around since the nineties, maybe they've changed since then. 

Opening the door, I strode into the office. A petite girl with a brown pixie cut sat behind the glass and metal desk. Even the decor fits the industrial style of the building. Her head cocked to the side as she watched me approach her desk. I could almost feel her appraise my rushed steps as I made my way to her. She paused on the tattoo just below the hem of my dress and the corner of her mouth quirked up just a little before her eyes rose to meet mine.

“Hello,” her smile widened. 

“Hi, I’m here for an interview with Mr. Morrison,” I tried to give her a polite smile. The feeling of nervous butterflies swarmed in my stomach. I haven’t been all that great at interviews, despite my research. I always seem to freeze when I have to answer. I could feel my palms sweating, and I clasped them together in front of me. 

Damn, I hated interviews. 

“Okay, if you’ll have a seat I’ll let him know you’re here.” She nodded toward the four grey padded chairs against the wall in what must be their waiting area.

“Great, thanks,” I gave her a small smile. There was a large copper-metal tiger sculpture hanging from the wall. It looked like it was welded out of scrap metal. With its random wheels that looked like pieces of a clock, it reminded me of the steampunk stuff I’d seen. I crossed my ankles and grasped my folder, crossing my arms over my lap. I hoped I wouldn’t have to sit here too long. I couldn’t help but swing my joined feet as I waited. 

I wanted to work in publishing so bad. I knew there weren’t a lot of options when I came back to Minnesota, but I didn’t have much choice. When I couldn’t afford rent and was out of food, I had to make a choice. I should have stayed there, gotten some thankless job until I could find something. The opportunities to work in publishing were everywhere in New York. My internship was supposed to open doors for me. That’s what my school had promised. Too bad it hadn’t worked out that way. Fucking asshole, ruined everything. I shook my head trying to clear away my negative thoughts. I needed to think positively before I walked into the interview. So much of my life was riding on this going well. 

A tall, dark-haired man stood in the doorway. His maroon tie was hanging slightly to the side of center. He smoothed it down absently as he looked at me. “Mrs. Hoffman,”  his face held a peculiar look. I stood immediately, trying to discreetly wipe my hand down my skirt before holding it out to shake the man’s hand. 

“Hello, Mr. Morrison, it’s a pleasure to meet you.” I gave him a firm shake before dropping my hand back to smooth down my skirt. I was hoping he hadn’t noticed the tattoo. I wasn’t sure it would make a difference, but based on his black pinstripe suit, I didn’t want to chance it. 

“Please, call me Dan.” He turned and began walking down the hall. Stopping at the door to the office, he held his arm out for me to enter. I walked through and took a seat in the chair across from the desk. I heard the click of the door as he closed it. My heart rate ratcheted up a notch. I wasn’t sure what it was about him, but he made me even more nervous. The hairs on my arms stood on end as he passed by me to take a seat at the desk. He unbuttoned his jacket, brushing it open with the sweep of his hand. His sea-green eyes met mine, and he smiled.

 “So, Ms. Hoffman, why don’t you tell me a little bit about yourself.” He clasped his hands together on the desk in front of him, and I could feel him scrutinizing me. 

I took a deep breath, trying to calm my wild heartbeat. “Well, I recently finished my degree at NYU majoring in journalism and communications. I believe the education I received there would make me an asset to Paragon house. I learned so much about the publishing industry. I completed my internship with Kensington Publishing in New York. As an intern, I learned valuable skills. While there, I proofread manuscripts, planned launches, and learned the marketing side of publishing. I believe I would be a good fit for Paragon.” I stopped, realizing I might be rambling. I never really knew when to stop talking during an interview. I clasped my hands together and pulled at the cuticle on my thumb. 

“I’m sure you would be a good fit. Can you tell me more about what roles you held at Kensington?” He leaned forward, as his eyes focused on mine. 

“Well, as I said, I worked often in proofreading manuscripts along with beta-reading. I read over manuscripts and gave a synopsis to my boss. I was expected to give a summary of how this would fit with the current market trends.” As I spoke, he was intently focused on me. It was a little unnerving the way he watched me. He stood and walked around the desk. Leaning back against the wooden top, he clasped his hands in front of him, his eyes never leaving me. 

“Why don’t you tell me about your life in New York,” his voice held a bit of an edge. 

“What?” I asked surprised. 

“Well, aren’t you from here? What made you decide to move to New York to go to school?” His eyes were still focused on me. A shiver ran down my back. Maybe this was a new kind of interview, getting personal or asking about major life decisions. It felt strange, but I figured I could answer truthfully without giving too much detail. 

“Um, I wanted to go to school where I would have a good shot at working in the publishing industry. I’ve always been fascinated by the whole process. I’ve been an avid reader my whole life. When I was in high school, I always had a book in front of me. Often to the annoyance of my teachers.” I blushed looking down at my hands. “I always wanted to be a part of the process of making someone’s dream a reality. The Authors put so much of themselves into their work. I wanted to be someone who cared for their book as much as they did. New York seemed the most logical place to be able to do that at the time. It just didn’t work out that way in the end.” I couldn’t believe I had just said all of that. It wasn’t like it was personal, but I still didn’t mean to be so honest. It was like I wasn’t completely in control of what I was saying. Another shiver ran down my spine. 

“So,” he sat back in his chair, “What brought you back to Minnesota?” his voice dropped. 

“Ah, I had trouble finding a job there and couldn’t afford to stay any longer. I didn’t have much of a choice. I had to come back.” I shook my head. My heart raced, I struggled to catch my breath. What was happening to me? It was like I wasn’t in control of what I was saying. My hands clenched, and I looked back to Dan. The side of his mouth quirked up. 

“I have been waiting to meet you for a very long time, Ivey. Pardon if my questions seem too personal. I just really want to get to the root of who you are. I believe we are going to do great things together. I can’t help but be interested in you, all of you.” His eyes bore into mine, and I felt like I couldn’t move. He took a step toward me and brushed his hand down my bare arm. Goosebumps broke out in his wake. 

My eyes stared at his hand that was still resting on my bare arm. Not again, I thought. 

“What are you talking about? You’ve been waiting a long time to meet me? I just applied for this job a few weeks ago.” I shook my head. Something was wrong. I didn’t know what, but something was seriously off about this guy. I felt a rush of energy go through my body. The metallic taste of adrenaline filled my mouth. My fight or flight response must be kicking in. 

“Yes, Ivey, I know who you really are, about your history, your birth mother, all of it.” His face softened as he walked back around the desk. He lowered himself back down in his chair, scratching his chin. He looked as though he was trying to figure out some puzzle in his head before turning his attention back to me. 

“What? Birth mother? How could you know about that? Are you some kind of stalker?” I flew up from the seat and back toward the door. I couldn’t stay in this office anymore. Something was very wrong with this guy. 

“Calm down, Ivey, I would love to explain everything to you. Please, sit back down.” He stood his hands held out, palms down in front of him. He took a step toward me, and I panicked. I threw my hands out in front of me, and I felt the energy that surged through me earlier leave my body. My eyes widened as I watched the desk turn to white stone. My jaw dropped. Dan stumbled back a step before righting himself. My eyes darted from him to the desk and back again. Panic took over, I couldn’t stay in this room. 

Turning, I sprinted out of the office and down the hall. I stumbled on the carpet near the waiting room in my heels as I rushed to get out of there. I righted myself using one of the gray chairs and continued. I didn’t stop until I was in the safety of my car. Breathing hard, my keys fumbled in my hands as my whole body shook. After what felt like forever, the key finally made it into the ignition. Starting the car, I flew into reverse and drove away as fast as I could without drawing the attention of everyone around me. 

After a few minutes on the road, I knew I needed to stop driving and pull myself together. I drove into the Holiday gas station and parked along the side of the building. My hands were shaking and I felt like I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs. I didn’t want to pass out while driving. I needed to calm down. To do that I needed to figure out what the hell just happened? How did the wood desk suddenly turn into stone? Why wasn’t Mr. Morrison shocked? He seemed to calm instantly after the desk turned like he wasn’t surprised it happened. Why wouldn’t he be surprised?

I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths. I needed to get home. I still had to work at the coffee shop today. Since I just blew that interview, it looked like I was going to be working there for a while. Staring down at my hands on the wheel, I marveled at what just happened. Power radiated through my body a moment before the desk changed. Could that have been me? My eyes stayed fixed on my hands as I turned them over to examine them. Nothing seemed different. I certainly didn’t feel any different. There was something off about that interview, about that guy, Dan. He creeped me out. I shivered when I remembered the fear I felt being in the room with him. The way my skin broke out in goosebumps when he touched me. Another twinge of energy ran through me, and I wiggled my fingers. I closed my eyes and willed myself to calm down. If it was me who did that to the desk, I didn’t want the same to happen to my car. What the hell was I thinking? How could I be responsible for the desk? Maybe I needed to see a psychiatrist. My mom had tried to get me to see one year’s ago. Maybe I needed to take her up on that. For now, I certainly couldn’t talk about what just happened. Resting my hands back on the wheel, I drove out of the lot. After all, I still had to go to work. I could think about the craziness of the day when I was home and safe. I just had to get through my shift. That couldn’t be too difficult, right? 


​Chapter 2:​
Preston
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“Hey, could you toss me the ten milimeter socket?” I reached my hand out from under the car, holding it palm up in anticipation. I heard my brothers shuffled footsteps as he made his way to the toolbox. 

“Someday, you're going to have to actually keep the tools you need within reach when you're working on a car, or I don’t know plan ahead and grab them.” Paxton knelt next to me. I felt my brother’s hand as he set the socket on my palm. 

“Well, then what would you do?” My voice rose, and I pulled myself further under the car. 

“Probably my own job,” Paxton mumbled under his breath. 

“Oh come now, you didn’t really want to do your job. It’s why you’re in the shop instead of the office.” I tightened the bolt and rolled out from under the car. 

“No, I’m in the shop to warn you that Dad’s on his way. He just got back from his trip and wanted to come right over.” Pax stared down at the ground and shuffled from one foot to the other. 

“Okay, what is our dear old dad coming to talk to me about? I thought he was out of the state for a few more days.” I studied my older brother. He kept his eyes trained on the floor, and I knew there was something he wasn’t telling me. 

“He wants you to meet someone,” his voice was low as he spoke. 

“Ah.” Understanding dawns on my face. “Who does he want me to meet?” 

“He wants you to meet a girl from one of the packs in the city. She’s coming to town tonight. My job is to keep you here until he gets here.” I watched as he sidestepped over to block my way to the door. 

I looked to the floor and shook my head. “Come now, I wasn’t leaving. My water’s in the office.” I held my hand out toward the door. The fridge was in the office on the other side of the door that was now blocked by my older albeit annoying brother. A moment ago, he was timid, now his thumbs were tucked in his belt loops, and he was ready to keep me from bolting out of the door. 

“I’ll get the water.” He went into the office and was back in an instant. 

“Seriously, Pax, I’m not a child. I won’t go running just because Dad wants me to meet another girl. Nothing’s happened so far, I can’t imagine this girl will be any different.” I grabbed the water out of his hand. Screwing off the top, I chugged down the cold liquid. 

“Do you think that might have something to do with you, your attitude toward the whole, ah, situation? Parker and I had to go through the same deal. Yet, we found mates. It’s a little weird you haven’t connected with anyone yet. There’s a timeline ya know. Dad’s just worried you won’t be able to continue on the line if you aren’t mated soon.” Paxton took a step toward me and patted my shoulder. I knew he meant well, but I was tired of the whole situation. I was tired of my father trying to find me a mate. I knew that was how things worked, but I wanted to find my own dates. I wanted to have some normalcy in my life, despite being a shifter. 

“Maybe I’m broken.” I took another gulp from the bottle. There certainly had to be a reason both my brothers were able to find their mates so easily, and I hadn’t. It certainly wasn’t for a lack of options. My father had brought a large number of girls to meet me from seven different neighboring states. Not one of them was my intended mate. I had to give him credit for his persistence. I’m not sure I would have searched as far as he did. He had two other sons who would certainly continue the line for him. I wasn’t important as long as they were mated. I wished he would give it up already. Maybe I just wasn’t the mating type. 

My brother cleared his throat. “How about we meet her at the bar tonight? That way, if she isn’t the one for you, we can have a few drinks afterwards.” I could hear the sympathy in my brother’s voice. That stung more than my dad’s continued meetings. My own brother felt sorry for me. 

I took a deep breath. “Yeah, I could throw back a few beers. But don’t pretend like you’re doing it for me. I know you’d like a night away from home more than I need the support.” 

“Yeah, all right, you might be right on that one. I’ll call Parker. We’ll meet you at Contented Cow. You can hang out with Dad’s latest prospect. If it doesn’t go well, she can go her way and you can drink with us.” He clapped his hands together like he had everything all figured out. 

“Sounds good, so you got an ETA for when he’ll be here?” I began wiping down the tools I used on the Mazda I was working on. I didn’t like to put away anything without wiping it down first. Pax dragged the stool over to sit next to me. 

“He said he’d be here in about fifteen minutes. The girl’s not with him this time. He wanted to talk to you before you left to meet her.” Paxton stared down at his lap. 

“Wait, she’s already made the trip here from the cities? Do I even get a chance to shower first, or should I meet her in my greasy work shirt and jeans?” I shook my head as I continued to wipe down the last of my tools. 

“I’m sure you’ll have time to shower.” 

“Shit, why didn’t Dad just bring her to the shop? She could see me in my natural habitat.” I wiped the back of my hand across my forehead and began putting everything away. I should probably have the shop cleaned up. Knowing my dad, he didn’t leave much time between when he’d get here and when she’d expect me to meet her. 

The door clanked open. “Damn, why haven’t you gotten that thing fixed yet?” my father called as he grabbed the door before it smacked against the wall again. 

“You could try not flinging it open every time you walked in.” I set the rag next to the toolbox. I closed the lid and rested my hands on the corners, leaning forward. I felt the weight of the family on my shoulders every time he was around.  

“You need to fix the hinges. It’s unacceptable that you haven’t done it yet.” He shook his head and continued to trudge into the room. “So, Preston, I need to speak with you for a moment.” 

“You might as well save your breath, Pax already told me about the girl.” I rolled my eyes and turned to face him. “Just tell me where I need to meet her and when.” Picking up the wrench I forgot to put away, I crossed my arms over my chest. The cold steel of the wrench rested against my forearm as I tried to keep my cool. 

“Son, you have to understand why I’m doing this,” his voice softened. 

“Yeah, I get it. You want to continue the legacy. As your son, I should want the same. We’re only as strong as our pack. I’ve heard it all before. I get it. But at some point you have to understand that maybe I’m just not meant to be bonded.” I let out a heavy breath. I hadn’t admitted that to him before. I’d been thinking about it for the last year, but I knew he wouldn’t react well to my saying it. 

“Son, you’re meant to be bonded. We’re all meant to be bonded. Your mother would want you to keep trying. She’d want me to keep helping you. It’s why I keep finding these girls for you. She’d want you to be happy.” He paused and I heard him swallow hard. My dad wasn’t one to show emotion easily, but when it came to my mother, he couldn’t help it. 

I took a step toward him and rested my hand on his shoulder. “I know, Dad. I’ll keep trying.” I looked to the ground in submission to my father as the alpha of our pack. 

“Good, son, now, I want to tell you about the girl.” A wide smile broke out over his face. “She’s quite the looker.” 

“You know, how about you just tell me where I’m meeting her.” I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear my father’s definition of a looker. 

“She’s going to be at that coffee shop downtown in an hour, Blue Monday,” he said. 

“All right, well I better get cleaned up then.” I wiped my hands on the rag. Everything was put away and finishing the Mazda could wait until tomorrow. 

“Good, she’s brunette, I’ll have your brother send a pic to your phone before you go.” He clapped me on the back. “She drove down from the cities, so I know you won’t keep her waiting.” The warning was clear, and I nodded in response. “Go on, your brother will close up the shop.” 

“Yeah, I’ll see ya later Pres.” Pax nodded to me. 

“Yeah, see ya later.” I grabbed my jacket and headed out. My house wasn’t far from the shop, but I should probably get a shower in before meeting this girl. I couldn’t imagine her wanting to smell the grease and sweat from the shop after her drive. I planned to do my best to be presentable. My dad was right, my mom would want me to be happy. In her eyes, to be happy, I would need to be bonded. At this point, I wasn’t so sure. My brothers certainly didn’t seem to be too happy all the time with their mates. They had their moments, but their mates seemed to nag them often. Or at least, that’s the story they always told me. I unlocked the door to my two-bedroom fixer-upper. 

There was a lot I still wanted to do to this place. I just hadn’t made the time to do it yet. Maybe as soon as I finished the set of cars on my list, I would take some time to work on the house. I really didn’t have a reason to work on it. The place wasn’t flashy or anything. A simple, ranch style, two-bedroom was all I needed. I stopped at the flecks of paint coming off the trim. Maybe I should take some time to put a fresh coat of paint on the walls at least. 

I got ready quickly and headed out to my car. It was still early afternoon, so the coffee shop shouldn’t be busy. At least we weren’t meeting for a fancy dinner. I’d made that mistake a few too many times. Now, it was just easier to have a quick meeting. No use wasting all that time eating when we’d know right away if we were meant to be mates. Not that I minded having dinner with a beautiful woman, it just got expensive to go out to fancy dinners all the time. Besides, I could go for a coffee. The thermostat I was replacing was more challenging than it should be. Not quite as bad as a Pontiac, but they’re never in an easily accessible location. I needed a caffeine boost. 

It took me less than five minutes to drive to town and find a spot to park near the Goodbye Blue Monday coffeehouse. I had to admit, for as long as I’ve lived in Northfield, I’d only ever been in this place once. I’d certainly heard of it, but I wasn’t much for coffeehouses in my own town. Too many college students frequented the downtown places, so I tended to stay away whenever possible. 

Walking through the door, I really liked the homely vibe of the place. The tire clock behind the counter and the red vinyl chairs around a few of the tables made me smile. There was a man with a laptop in the far corner and a couple sitting by the window. Otherwise, the place was deserted. I couldn’t imagine too many people would want coffee this late in the afternoon, but we were a few blocks from campus. Although, classes were probably over for the semester. 

I glanced around, looking for the brunette in the photo. I spotted her on the other side of the wall, staring down at her phone. One leg was crossed over the other, and she lounged back against the yellow chair. I smiled at the Dick and Jane looking photos above her head. She looked so out of place in this coffee shop. Her dark brown hair was pulled into a high ponytail with two pieces curled on either side of her face. Large silver hoops hung from her ears. I laughed at that, it took an audacious shifter to wear silver like that. My eyes lowered to her well-sculpted body. Her low-cut top gave me a nice view of her cleavage. I wondered if that was for me, or if she always dressed to impress. I guessed it was the latter. Even the stylish black boots she swung had little silver emblems. I could tell she took pride in having a certain style about her. She clashed heavily with the rustic, machine-like atmosphere of the coffee shop. Everything on her body was chosen with care and meticulously matched, nothing in the coffee shop did.  

Well here goes nothing, I took a few steps toward the table, stopping at the open chair. It took her a few seconds to notice my presence. “Candice, I presume?” 

“Oh, hey, you Preston?” she rolled her gum from one side of her mouth to the other, and I had to stop myself from flinching. 

“That would be me, mind if I sit?” I bowed my head in greeting. She may not understand the gesture of respect, but I was still a gentleman. 

“Oh, yeah, sure.” She set her phone on the table and sat up straight. I could hear her continue to chomp on her gum. I hadn’t realized until now how much of a pet-peeve that was. 

“Would you like something to drink?” I asked. Anything to get me away from the loud smacking of her gum.  

“Oh, ah, I already got a coffee. I wasn’t sure how long you’d be.” She glanced at her phone and back to me. “So, should we get this over with?” 

I cocked my head in surprise. Not many of the girls I’d been set up with wanted to be done with the meetings as much as I did. “If that’s what you want,” my voice pitched higher in surprise.  

“Look, I’m only here because my father ordered me to be. I’m not really interested in this whole mating business. So can we just get this over with, so I can go back to the city? This place smells weird.” She rolled her eyes as she motioned to the room. 

“Alrighty then.” I held my hand out to take hers. She grabbed mine up, closing her eyes for a moment before dropping it back on the table. 

“Nothing, have a nice life, or whatever.” She stood, putting her designer bag in the crook of her arm and flounced out of the place without a second glance. 

Huh, that was unexpected. 

I glanced around the shop and noticed a girl watching from behind the counter. Her black hair was pulled back and streaks of green were pulled out around her face. There was something about her that spoke of a deeper knowledge, something about her inquisitive green eyes that captivated me. When she noticed me staring back at her, she shied away. I could leave, go about my day as if this whole experience didn’t happen. Yet, something pulled me toward the counter, toward her.

Another girl, blonde, with her hair pulled back in a messy ponytail stepped up to the register. “What can we make for you?” she asked. 

“Can I get an Americano please,” I smiled at the girl. I couldn’t help but notice the other barista turn to the machine and away from me. Her eyes looked over her shoulder at me as the machine began. I handed my card to the blonde. She swiped it and handed it back. 

“Would you like a receipt?” she asked. 

“No thanks,” I put my card back in my wallet. 

“Okay, Ivey will have your drink at the end of the counter.” She pointed to the end, and I nodded. I sidestepped to the place she’d indicated and watched as the girl poured my drink into a paper cup. There was something about the way she moved that had me captivated. It reminded me of the way dancers moved with such purpose that you couldn’t take your eyes off of them. She didn’t have the grace of a ballerina though, it was more like the fluid movements of a hip-hop dancer. It was a style all her own. I swore I could watch her do just about anything. She blinked when she turned around and noticed my intense gaze. I should have been ashamed, but I wasn’t. 

“Your Americano.” She held out the cup to me. I took it and our hands brushed together. There was a moment where I felt a zap of electricity shoot from her hand into mine. She pulled her hand back instantly, giving me the oddest, almost accusatory stare. 

“Sorry, must be static in the air.” I cocked my head to study her. She hadn’t stepped away from me. She must be as intrigued as I was. 

“Your encounter over there seemed pretty brutal, blind date?” her lips pressed together, and she blinked up at me. 

I couldn’t help but laugh at her abruptness. “Yeah, it was a set-up. It looked that bad, huh?” I rubbed my thumb over my bottom lip. 

“Yeah, it did. It’s why I gave you a to-go cup. I figured you wouldn’t want to hang around here after that.” She looked at me through her lashes, and it was the most adorable gesture. 

“I appreciate that, I’m Preston.” I held my hand out to shake hers. She stared down at it for a moment before righting herself. 

Shaking her head, she took my hand. “Oh, uh, I’m Ivey.” The pulse of electricity passed through our hands again, and she jerked back. It’s not that it was unpleasant, just surprising. 

“Well, Ivey, I hope to see you again soon.” I bowed my head and left the shop. Well, that was certainly weird. My eyes were drawn to the sign above the door. Hmm, Goodbye Blue Monday. “Well, that name certainly fits,” I mumbled as I headed back to my car. I needed to call my brothers. Maybe one of them could explain what the hell just happened. 


​Chapter 3​
Ivey
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“Oh my God, he was super cute. Why didn’t you ask for his number?” Jen asked. She continued wiping down the few trays that we’d picked up from around the cafe. It had been a slow afternoon. It always slowed down over winter break. 

“I’m not sure I’m ready to start anything right now. I couldn’t even make it through an entire interview without screwing it up, imagine a date.” I rolled my eyes and turned to hold the cup of water under the frother. I was glad my shift was almost over. This had been the worst day I’d had in a long time. I just wanted to go home and crawl into my bed and forget every part of today ever happened. 

“Come on, your interview couldn’t have been that bad. I’m sure it was just nerves. Everyone thinks they screw those up, but everyone gets hired at some point. You’ve got to give yourself a little more credit. Besides, you have amazing experience and went to one of the best schools for publishing. They’d be stupid not to hire you.” I glanced over at her as she put away the rest of the dishes. 

“That’s what you said about the last three interviews,” I mumbled under my breath. It was good the machine was still running. There was no way she’d be happy if she’d heard what I just said. “I’m sure you're right,” I said a little louder over the whine of the frother. 

“Hey, you should come with us tonight. We’re all going to the Contented Cow to see a show. They’re a local band, The Key Kids. You know you could use a night of drinking.” She gave me a small smile. I had to admit, she wasn’t wrong. I could use a night of drinking with friends. Hell, I needed like ten drinks at this point. 

“Sure, why not? I could really use a night out.” I began taking apart the rest of the machine to clean it. 

Jennifer began jumping up and down and clapping. “Yay, so you’re actually coming with us!” The glee was written all over her face. 

“Wow, you act like I’ve never gone out with you before.” I ran the espresso heads under water before setting them on the towel next to the sink. I washed out the drip trays and set them on the same towel. 

“You have to admit, you really don’t go out much.” Jen rested her hand on her hip and looked at me. 

“That’s because I’m working all the time.” I swept my hand over the towel and dishes I’d just finished. “I want to move out of my parent’s house. I have just enough to finally do it. I’m going to start looking at places this week.” I let out a heavy breath. “I thought I should wait to see if I should be looking closer to the city, but since none of my interviews have gone well, I might as well stay where I have a job.” My shoulders slumped as I leaned against the sink. 

Jennifer patted my shoulder. “It’s not all bad here. You have me.” Her voice brightened and she gave me a small smile. “Plus, there are certainly some good-looking college guys in this town.” Her eyes wandered over to the guy who was sitting by the window with his laptop in front of him. He wasn’t bad looking, but I wasn’t interested in a young college guy. The last thing I needed was to be a notch on some guy’s belt. I needed to get my life together before I started thinking about guys. Dating was the furthest thing from my mind. Getting a job in publishing and my own apartment were my priorities. No guy was going to want to come hang out with me at my parent’s house. Ugh, I couldn’t even imagine suggesting it. Most people moved out after college and stayed there. I moved out, only to find myself moving right back in again after college. Life didn’t always work out like you planned. Sometimes it threw you a curveball, and sometimes those curveballs were on fire, and there were three of them, all aiming for your head.  

“So what time should I meet you there?” I asked. We were about done with our shift and I needed to change before going out. 

“I’m coming to get you. If you drive, you’ll try to ditch out on us early. You need to have a fun night out without having to worry about anything.” Jen grabbed up the rag and wiped down the counters. I glanced around. It looked like we were finished cleaning up everything. 

“I won’t leave early, I promise. I just like having my own car.” 

“Come on, you like having your car in case you want to leave. I promise this is a good band. You’ll like them. It’ll be fun.” She moved to stand in front of me at the counter. 

“Fine, what time are you picking me up?” I grumbled. She wasn’t entirely wrong, I liked having my car in case I wanted to leave. I wasn’t a huge people-person. 

“I’ll come over in about an hour. We can get ready together.” 

“Okay,” I rolled my eyes. “Are you sure? You know my parents will be there.” 

“I know, I like your parents. If you’re worried about it, you can come to my place.” Her eyes dropped to the ground before looking back at me. I shouldn’t be worried about it, not really. 

“I’ll come to your place. That way I can say I’m staying over, so they don’t worry if I’m out too late.” I took my apron off and
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