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Chapter One

 


Carter

The sight of moving boxes greets me as I
stumble out from my bedroom in the apartment I share with my
sister, her son, and her boyfriend. Not boyfriend, I correct
myself, fiancé, and after today, I won’t be sharing the
apartment with anyone. Loneliness threatens just as it does every
time I think about Maya and her small family are moving into our
old childhood home, something that’s been on the horizon ever since
Jake bought it for her and subsequently proposed this past
Valentine’s Day. They’ve been staying here with me while some
necessary renovations were under way, but those are all finished
and now they’re ready to move in and move on with their lives. If
only I could be so lucky. While my sister is engaged to be married
to the man of her dreams and the father of her almost
three-year-old son, I’m about to be more alone than I have been in
a long time.

Six years ago this November, we lost our
parents in a drunk driving accident. Maya came home from college
and immediately moved in with me after our childhood home was
repossessed due to some financial blundering on our parents’ part.
Two years later, she got pregnant with JJ and for a while, it was
the three of us against the world. We had a great routine going.
Maya and JJ would hang inside the store we own, Hodgepodge, and
liaise with customers and artisans while I spent most of my time
out in the workshop, focusing my efforts on creating new furniture
and other woodworking pieces that were requested of me. We’d have
dinner together, and then enjoy each other’s company until bedtime.
To help Maya out, I also spent a good amount of time hanging out my
nephew, taking him to the park or playing any number of games with
him to help tire him out before I sang him to sleep for his nap or
bedtime. It was nice to have those special moments with JJ, and
helping to take care of him and my sister gave me a sense of
purpose outside of work. Now that those days are over, I’m feeling
slightly depressed about the whole situation.

It’s not that I’m not happy for my sister. I
am. The fact that Jake disappeared for three years and came back to
her was incredible, a miracle really, and seeing Maya and JJ as
happy as they have been these last few months fills my heart with
so much joy and gratitude that it sometimes feels like I can’t
contain it all. My sister having everything she ever wanted is more
than I could ever hope for, and now she does. We struggled for so
long, her in particular, and now her romantic and financial worries
are behind her. My worries are as present as ever, and now that I
will be on my own, I’m actually a bit concerned for myself. Before
I could channel all of my time and energy into my family, but now
that’s not the case, and I’m not sure what to do

It’s not like I’m a recluse or anything, but
I’m not exactly Mister Social either. Being around other people
isn’t something I dread, it’s just that with the last few years
being so busy with work to keep the store solvent and my helping
Maya with her son, I haven’t had a whole lot of time for friends or
dating. The idea of having someone to love who would love me in
return has been on my mind since I was younger, but between dealing
with the grief of losing my parents and Maya getting pregnant two
years later, dating didn’t just get pushed to the back burner, it
got taken off the stove and put on ice almost permanently.

Admittedly, finding that special someone
could have been more of a priority for me if I really wanted it to,
but it wasn’t like I was having much luck before my parents’
accident anyway. Starlight Lake is a small town and the dating pool
is even smaller. It seems like every woman here has already gone on
a date with me and declined a second, or hasn’t been interested in
dating me at all. Expanding my search area to other towns on the
dating apps hasn’t provided more options either, so eventually I
stopped looking altogether.

Dating apps are all about snap judgments
based on looks rather than based on who the person really is, and I
understand that, but it doesn’t make it suck any less for me.
Attraction is important, and while I’m a decent looking guy, I’m
not exactly the type of man you immediately swipe right for. My
father, Stellan Johansen, on the other hand, came to the states
from Norway and was basically a modern-day Viking with the face and
body of a warrior. He was tall and broad shouldered, with flowing
golden locks, a strong nose and jaw, icy blue eyes, and the kind of
muscles I could only get from hours in the gym and an all grilled
chicken and vegetable diet. He was the type of guy women would
practically swoon over, batting their eyelashes at him every chance
they got.

Maya inherited his striking Scandinavian
looks and charming personality, whereas I take after my mother,
Olive. She was a little quieter, a little more reserved when it
came to her dealings with others, and she looked more like your
average girl next door than Viking princess. Her hair was dark
brown, her stature on the shorter side, and her body soft from a
mixture of genetics, strong dislike of exercise, and deep love of
sweets. My father believed her to be the most beautiful woman he
had ever seen, and I agree that she was beautiful, it’s just that
most times I wish I had taken after Dad when it comes to my
appearance.

At five feet eleven, I’m no slouch in the
height department, and I have muscles built from long days of hard
work in my shop, lifting and sculpting wood furniture for hours on
end, but my face is a little rounder than I would like and my dark
brown hair is wavy and never seems to want to settle in one spot.
Running a hand over it now as I pad over to the kitchen and turn on
the coffee maker confirms that once again, I have a massive case of
tangled bed head. Maya tells me it’s not my appearance, but my lack
of confidence that is the cause of my dating woes. While I agree
with her that my confidence could benefit from a little boost, it’s
hard not to think that my looks aren’t a factor when I’ve lost
track of the number of disappointed glances I’ve gotten from dates
when we first meet in person.

Women on the apps read about my being a
small town woodworker and see the flannel I often wear, and they
expect a lumberjack, an alpha male mountain man that can sweep them
off their feet and that they’ll fall instantly, madly in love with.
You would think they would see that wasn’t likely to be the case
from my app photos, but they don’t. Maybe they hope the reality is
better than what’s on screen, but when they show up and get a
somewhat timid guy who would rather sculpt wood into something
useful than spend hours sculpting his own body into one of a Greek
God or perfect his lumberjack persona, it becomes obvious that I’m
not what they were hoping for. That kind of fantasy is a lot to
live up to, and it doesn’t help when you’re starting at a
disadvantage of what it seems most women around my small town
want.

With a sigh, I open the cabinet and take out
three mugs and a new sippy cup for JJ. As the coffee percolates, I
start making some breakfast for the family. My eyes flick over to
the pile of cardboard boxes near the corner of the family room.
We’re going to need a good start if we’re moving all of those
today. At least it’s June and there isn’t a cloud in sight.
Glancing out the window to see a clear sky brightens my mood
slightly, and I’m grateful for it. Summer is my absolute favorite
time of year. I may not be a lumberjack, but I know my way around
the woods and enjoy hiking, camping, and going out on the lake,
squeezing as much time out in nature as I can into the warmer
months. At least I’ll have those activities to look forward to when
I’m dealing with the lonesomeness that’s creeped its way into my
heart over the years and seemed to set up shop permanently.

The door to the second bedroom creaks open,
drawing my attention there just in time to watch JJ shoot out and
run towards me in his footie pajamas while nearly slipping on the
hardwood floor. “Carda,” he squeals. He’s still unable to enunciate
my full name, but it’s not like I mind. He can call me anything he
wants in that sweet little voice. My nephew basically has me
wrapped around his little pinky finger and he knows it. With a
smile on his chubby face, he skids straight into my legs and holds
them tight. A smile of my own spreads across my face at the
familiar gesture as I lean down and pick him up.

“Hey there, little J,” I cheer before
blowing a raspberry on his soft cheek. The sound reverberates in
the small kitchen space and it makes him giggle even harder. “What
do you want for breakfast this morning?” It’s the last time I’ll be
making him breakfast in this apartment, but I manage to hold my
disappointment at that fact at bay and keep my expression bright
for him. My nephew will still be around, and I can still do things
for him, it will just be different. There is a mostly-finished
project down in my workshop that will be an awesome treehouse bed
for JJ when it’s finished, so working on that will help keep my
mind off of my family’s absence as well.

“Pankies,” he shouts and wiggles in my
grasp. Putting him down, I watch as he starts pushing his little
helper stool over to the counter and smacks the granite with his
open palms. “Pankies, pankies!”

“All right, all right. Pancakes it is,” I
chuckle.

My hand reaches over to ruffle his auburn
curls before I set him up with a bowl of sliced grapes to snack on
while he waits. Normally, I would go for something much easier than
pancakes, but it’s a big day, and was specially requested, so I
don’t feel obligated to reel him in. As I start gathering up the
necessary ingredients, I hear Maya’s slippers shuffling across the
floor as she comes into the kitchen and pecks her son on the cheek.
When I spot her expression out of the corner of my eye, my heart
swells. She looks incredibly happy, almost glowing with the
emotion, and no matter how much I’m going to miss her and little J,
it’s nice to see her looking more rested, more refreshed, and more
cared for than she has in quite some time.

“Morning, Mai,” I say to her as I grab a
large bowl.

“Good morning,” she mutters around a large
yawn. She starts pouring the coffee into the mugs I’ve laid out and
I pass over the vanilla bean creamer I snagged from the fridge
while I was grabbing eggs and milk for the pancakes. Our mealtime
routines are like a well-rehearsed play at this point, another
thing that will be changing come this time tomorrow. You’d think
that I would be happy to be back to cooking for one, but it’s been
at least six years since that’s been the case, and I’m not even
sure I know how to do it anymore. That thought is more depressing
than I would like it to be, and my hand comes up to my chest to rub
at the ache that’s formed there.

Maya peeks at me from the corner of her eye.
“Ready to have this place all to yourself? No more JJ sneaking into
your room to wake you up before you’re ready. No more sharing a
bathroom with three other people,” my sister says, a hopeful grin
on her face. She knows me better than anyone, so it’s no surprise
that she’s trying to get me to see the good of this whole situation
while I seem determined to only see the downside.

A rueful smile plays at my mouth as I mix up
the batter for pancakes. “Well, I certainly won’t miss the old
‘sock on the door’ system for letting me know you and Jake need
some alone time,” I tell her with a shudder. “I’ve learned more
about your sex life over the last six months than I have ever
wanted to know.” It certainly didn’t help that I wasn’t getting any
myself. Every time I came home to that little reminder to make
myself scarce was another time I was reminded of how utterly
hopeless my own personal life was.

Maya’s cheeks darken in a blush as she adds
creamer to the coffees and passes me my favorite mug. “Sorry about
that,” she replies. The little gleam in her eye tells me she’s not
as repentant about it as she’s making out though. “You could have
taken advantage of the system yourself, you know.”

I scoff, whipping the batter harder than
necessary. “That would require someone to actually want to go out
on more than one date with me first.” The words tumble out before I
can draw them back, and I glance over at Maya just in time to see
her frown. Great. Sibling lecture incoming in three … two…

“I don’t like it when you talk about
yourself like that,” she admonishes. Her eyes flick over to JJ who
is too busy smashing grapes all over the counter to notice either
of us or what we’re talking about. “It’s not good for JJ to hear
his uncle being so down on himself. Besides, it’s been forever
since you even tried to get a date, so how do you know there isn’t
someone out there just waiting for you to ask them out?”

With a sigh, I turn to her and clasp her
shoulder. “I’m not trying to be down on myself and I’ll watch what
I say around JJ more closely.” The promise is one I intend to keep,
but I can’t promise the self-conscious thoughts won’t continue to
swirl around in my mind, much like the blueberries in my pancake
mixture. Turning back to the griddle, I distract myself by pouring
some batter and enjoying the satisfying sizzle that hits my ear as
it hits the surface. As I watch the batter start to bubble, I think
a little more about what Maya’s said. Maybe I have been too hard on
myself as far as dating goes. Another shot at it wouldn’t be such a
bad idea, and it has been a long time. “You’re right. It has been
too long since I really put myself out there. Maybe I can use the
free time I’ll have now to remedy that.”

“There you go,” Maya says with a bright
smile. “Any girl would be lucky to have you.” She turns her
attention back to JJ and starts to clean up his first attempt at
winemaking when Jake emerges from their bedroom looking way more
put together than anyone has a right to after just waking up. My
hand reaches up in one last attempt to smooth out my own matted
hair when I get a glimpse of his. Not a single red curl out of
place, the jerk.

Jake nods a greeting to me as he joins Maya
and JJ at the counter. “Good morning, beautiful,” he tells my
sister. His words proceed his leaning in for what I am sure will be
a very passionate kiss, but I turn away in enough time to miss it.
They’re not shy about showing affection in front of me or JJ, but
it feels wrong to witness something so intimate, especially when it
causes a little sting of envy in me every time I do. That’s the
kind of happiness I want, I think to myself as I flip the
pancakes.

The love my sister and her fiancé found is
the type of love born from two people who fell for one another
instantly, and while they had to deal with a period of absence and
other obstacles on the way towards their happily ever after, they
both seem to be stronger for it. Maya always describes the
connection she feels with Jake as magical, as something that was
written in the stars long ago that she had no hope of resisting. If
I hadn’t witnessed their coming back together for myself, I’m not
sure I would have believed it, but I do, at least for the two of
them. With both my parents and now Maya experiencing the ‘love at
first sight’ phenomena, one could think I was hoping for the same
thing myself, but that isn’t the case.

While I’ve felt a slight inkling of that
once in my life, I dismissed it as a fluke or wishful thinking on
my part. There was no way a woman as stunning and dynamic as Jake’s
best friend Billie would have been interested in me anyway, no
matter how much she likes to flirt with and tease me. That’s just
her personality and has nothing to do with her actually wanting me.
As we all sit down to breakfast and the thought of having nights
and weekends to myself stretches before me, the decision to try and
find someone to spend my time with is an easy one. What I want is
someone who appreciates me for who I am underneath the surface, who
can see past the wild, wavy hair and soft features to see the
caring, thoughtful, kind man I try every day to be. Now all I need
to do is find the woman willing to do just that.


Chapter Two

 


Billie

Gray clouds threaten rain and there is
hardly a single token of summer to be seen from the window of my
office on the thirty-fourth floor of Mile High Consulting. At this
moment, the Denver skyline isn’t exactly awe inspiring, and the
streets below offer nothing but a view of tiny people going about
their business and cars passing over the dusty asphalt of downtown.
I feel like a giant peering into a microscope, but nothing I see is
entertaining me in the least. The whole scene mirrors my
mood—dreary. It’s been this way for the last eight months, not that
anyone would be able to tell you that. Sharing feelings, at least,
feelings that are anything other than happy or cheerful, isn’t
something I really do. “Billie is such a happy child,” people would
tell my mother and father. It was true then, and I would still
generally consider myself to be a happy person most of the time. I
have my parents to thank for that.

Ola and Ivan Kochev were transplants from
Bulgaria, having moved to the United States in their early
twenties. My father came from money back in the old country, and he
invested it wisely upon his arrival, eventually partnering with my
best friend Jake’s dad and starting Mile High Consulting. The
business grew successfully, and once it was established, I came
along. My parents always spoke about their upbringing as being
quite harsh with a lot of rules and regulations, and they wanted
something different for me.

My mom stayed at home when I was a baby and
raised me “free range,” as she likes to call it. There were no
strict routines or schedules to follow like there were for Jake. As
soon as I was old enough to cross the street by myself, I was able
to go where I wanted and do as I pleased as long as I was being
safe and was home for dinner every night. It was a pretty sweet
deal, one that allowed me to explore the surrounding neighborhoods
and make friends all over that I could visit any time I liked. It
was absolutely idyllic.

As I grew older, the good times kept rolling
all throughout high school and college. “Life of the party,”
“social butterfly,” and “good-time girl” were all words used to
describe me during that time of my life. They still are, but it
didn’t bother me back then like it does now. Years ago, I actually
enjoyed being the center of attention. Going out to house parties
and later on to bars and nightclubs was my bread and butter. Being
around others and having them enjoy my company made me feel good
about myself, and I really liked having so many people I could
count as friends. It was great … until it wasn’t. The older I got
and the more I examined the relationships I had, the more I came to
realize how little those “friends” actually cared about me beyond
getting into the hottest spots, getting free drinks, and partying
for a few hours before we’d part ways, never knowing anything more
about one another beyond names and alcohol preferences.

At first, I was just as guilty. My role had
been main party goer and queen bee of the club kids for such a long
time that I had never really stopped to think about how little I
knew about the people I was spending time with, or how little they
knew about me. My senior year of college was when it finally hit
me. A group of us had decided to road trip to Daytona Beach for
Spring Break. It was cliché, but we figured it was our final year
at the University of Florida, so why the hell not? About one hour
into the trip, after we had exhausted all talk of which clubs to
hit and what beaches would have the best parties, an awkward
silence came over the car as we realized that beyond going out
together, we really didn’t know much about each other.

Deciding that it was time to change all
that, I started to chat everyone up about their favorite movies,
but it quickly devolved into whether or not I knew any movie stars.
After reminding everyone that I was from Denver, not Hollywood, and
didn’t know any, the car fell silent again and everyone turned to
their phones with no one else even attempting any kind of
conversation. The people I had been spending most of my time with
didn’t even remember where I was from, and in all fairness, I
couldn’t remember their hometowns either. It was a sobering
realization, one I wish I had come to years earlier.

Looking back now, I realize those
friendships were just surface level, and that’s perfectly fine if
that’s what you’re looking for, but by the time I turned
twenty-three, I was wanting more than that. Jake was in Washington,
and while we kept in touch and remained as close as two people can
when separated by great distance, it wasn’t enough. Wanting to
change that, I tried to expand my horizons a little, making time to
read more books, going to cinema I might not normally watch all in
an attempt to really explore who I was underneath the facade I had
inadvertently constructed for myself. I made attempts to get to
know people better, or even get to know new people, but my
reputation at school had already been cemented as one of a “party
girl,” so all anyone ever wanted to hear from me was where the next
get together was or which shoes were best for dancing at the local
nightclub. Graduation was a blessing and I looked forward to the
change of moving back to Denver, but that didn’t last long
either.

It was supposed to be different here. A job
was always waiting for me at my dad’s business consulting firm, and
with a major like tourism management, I shouldn’t have been
surprised that I was placed in the client relations department. At
first it was just making sure prospective clients were happy when
they came in for meetings. Fetching coffee and making sure catering
orders were placed was the bulk of my work for the first year and
half of my career, and I didn’t mind it in the least. Slowly, it
evolved into more. Taking clients out to lunch, dinner, and even
classy nightclubs or high-end bars when the occasion called for it
became the norm for me and it was like I was back in college all
over again.

Sliding back into the role of “party girl”
was so easy, like putting on a second skin that was comfortable and
familiar while being restrictive at the same time. If all I had to
concern myself with was whether or not the client was having a good
time, I didn’t have to be anything more than a pretty face with a
joke or two to keep the atmosphere light and fun. After so many
years of pretending to be nothing more than that, though, I’m
starting to wonder if maybe I’m not really pretending after all.
Maybe I am nothing more than my appearance.

The men I used to date would say that’s the
case, if they stuck around long enough to tell anyone, anyway. My
relationships, if you can even call them that, have all been with
men who are a lot like the persona I project out into the world.
They’re looking for a good time and can’t be bothered with anything
too serious, anything that would require more of them than wearing
the right clothes, surrounding themselves with the right people,
and flashing a straight-toothed smile for any camera that happens
to point their way. It definitely wasn’t romantically or personally
fulfilling, but for a long time that didn’t matter. Jake eventually
moved back to Denver, and his friendship and our interactions
filled my bucket enough that the lack of substance in my dating
life didn’t matter, but one friend can only do so much.

Eventually, I got tired of the surface level
relationships and moved on to keeping it simple with the occasional
hook-up, but I don’t even bother with those anymore. What would be
the point? I’m not getting what I need from the relationship and
there are plenty of toys in my nightstand drawer to scratch the
itch when I needed. A warm body would be nice, but that would
require I put myself out there in a way I’m not sure I’m ready for.
Finding out there isn’t more to me than what’s on the surface isn’t
something I’m certain I could handle right now. Jake tells me that
I don’t give myself enough credit for being a good person, and I
should believe my best friend. He knows me better than anyone else,
but I’ve kept things even from him. How I really feel about myself
deep down is a secret I’ve kept from everyone, so how much can I
really trust his judgment?

My cell phone rings and I spin around in my
large office chair to grab it from my desk, smiling brightly when I
see my friend’s name flashing across the dark screen. It’s great to
hear from Jake and his call also provides a welcome distraction
from my intrusive thoughts. “I was just thinking about you,” I
confess, mustering up as much cheer as I can. Talking to Jake is
both a pleasure and a pain. Talking to him and hearing all about
his life in Starlight Lake is lovely, but the ache of loneliness is
always closer to the surface when he calls, a reminder that he’s
not here and that I’m all alone.

A low chuckle comes across the line and I
smile at the sound. “Is that a good thing, or should I be worried
that you’re plotting something?”

I scoff. “You say plotting as if you don’t
always end up having a good time whenever we get together.” Jake
may be more of a homebody than I am, but he’s always a good sport
and comes along when I ask him to. “Besides, I don’t have time to
plot anything. I’m up to my ears in work,” I lie. Gazing around my
mostly empty desk tells a very different story. Keeping other
people entertained doesn’t require much paperwork and most of my
job takes place outside of the office anyway, but I don’t want him
to worry about me. When he moved, Jake pulled me aside and asked
multiple times if I would be okay. Despite knowing the opposite, I
assured him I would be. It wasn’t as if I could beg him to stay and
move his family here so that I wouldn’t feel deserted. People may
think I’m that selfish, but I would never do that.

Jake hums, not buying my bullshit for one
minute. He worked here, so it’s not like he doesn’t know that I
normally roll into the office around 10:00, coordinate a few events
for clients and then get ready to head out to whatever bar, club,
or sporting event I’m showcasing for the same people over and over
again. Luckily, he won’t call me out on my little fib. “Glad to
hear things are going well. I just called to let you know that we
have set a date for the wedding. It’s November 12th, so mark that
on your calendar. Oh, and we’re officially all moved into the house
and you are welcome to be our first guest anytime you want.”

“Really?” My voice going higher than normal
exposes just how much hope is laced in it. A visit sounds like just
what I need, but I don’t want to sound too desperate. Clearing my
throat, I try to go for a much cooler response. “I mean, that’s
great, but I’ll have to check my schedule of course.”

“Oh, for sure. We wouldn’t want to pull you
away from any big plans you might have. I know you’re probably
booked up with your other friends for at least the next month.”
There’s no mocking in his tone because Jake believes what everyone
else does, that I have a mountain of friends to call upon whenever
I want when the reality is that the nights I’m not working are
spent alone in front of the television as I watch the latest season
of whatever trashy dating show happens to be on.

“How is the new place anyway?” The question
is my desperate attempt to think about anything but my sad life and
how I’m too afraid to do anything to try and fix it. It’s ironic
that someone most people would describe as fearless isn’t any
braver than your average bunny rabbit.

Jake sighs happily and I can picture the
sappy smile on his face as he thinks about how amazing his life has
turned out. Almost four years ago, Jake fell in love at first sight
with a woman named Maya and had a one night stand, only to come
back to Denver for three years in a futile attempt to live the life
he was “supposed to.” When he returned to Starlight Lake three
years later, he learned that not only was Maya still there and
still as equally in love with him as he was with her, but he also
had a little boy named JJ. The kid is basically a carbon copy of
his dad in every way, except for of course his reluctance to be my
new bestie. It took a lot of visits, and a lot of money spent on
presents, but I think JJ is finally warming up to me.

“It’s fantastic, Billie. Maya is so
delighted to be back in her childhood home, and there’s a kind of
peace about her that wasn’t there before. I think it’s helped give
her a little bit of closure about losing her parents.”

My stomach hurts at even the most fleeting
thought of losing one of my parents, so I can’t even begin to
imagine what Maya and her brother had to deal with over the last
six years. “Well, I’m glad Maya is liking it, and you know what
they say, happy almost wife, happy life,” I tell him, trying to
disguise my sadness with a joke. Jake and Maya getting engaged was
fantastic news, but it did make me the teeniest bit jealous that
while my friend is racing from one major life milestone to the
next—kid, fiancé, home ownership—I’m nearly thirty years old and
feel as if I’ve barely left the starting blocks.

Fortunately, Jake doesn’t pick up on my
cheerlessness and chuckles at my joke. “It is a happy life,” he
admits. Hearing his giddy tone has me making a more concerted
effort to stow the slight bitterness I feel and just be happy for
my friend. “JJ is loving having so much space to run around and
having his own room too. I think it helps that Carter built him a
bed that doubles as a play fort, so it’s like having a bedroom and
playroom all in one.”

The mention of Maya’s brother Carter cheers
me slightly, and my eyes flick to my computer where I am tempted to
navigate to Hodgepodge’s social media site to see if there are any
new pictures of him. Doubtful since I just checked this morning,
but you never know. While I can resist the urge to check the
website, I can’t help but ask about my favorite woodworker. “How is
Carter by the way? Still pining away for me?” It comes across like
a joke, but I honestly wouldn’t mind if someone like him were
pining for me. Someone who is responsible and has it all together
would be a nice change of pace as far as dates go.

Last November, when I hauled Jake back to
Starlight Lake to end his misery and see Maya again, in addition to
the surprise of finding out Jake had a son, I was also surprised to
see that son had a sexy uncle. Carter is nothing like the men I
have dated in the past. His good looks aren’t at all obvious, but
instead he is incredibly attractive in an unassuming, boy-next-door
kind of way. His hair is always tousled, not from a half hour of
meticulous styling with a mountain of expensive products, but from
simply running his strong, capable hands through it. His moss green
eyes are soulful and bright at the same time, like he can see
beneath the surface of who I am and likes what he’s found. He had a
nice physique too, if you know to look for it. Underneath the
ill-fitting jeans and loose flannel shirts lies a stack of lean
muscles and pert ass. I wouldn’t mind sinking my teeth into. The
man doesn’t know how to dress for his size, but I would happily
strip him down and teach him a thing or two about his body before
clothing it properly.

Despite only having spent a handful of hours
together, Carter is also easily one of the best people I have ever
met. Most of what I know about him is second-hand, but it’s all
been nothing but good. Carter made a rocking horse for JJ,
Carter added some built in bookcases and refinished the floors in
our new house for Maya. Carter helped me pick out the ring I
proposed with. The man is so selfless that I almost worry that
he doesn’t do anything for himself. If he let me, I would take care
of him in any way he asked me to without complaint.

Anytime we are in the same space, I tell him
as much, commenting on how hot he is and how he should show himself
off more, but he doesn’t seem to believe me. Some of it is teasing
and flirting, but when I really consider my feelings, every word I
say has more than a bit of truth to it. It’s doubtful that a guy as
thoughtful, talented, and dependable as he is would go for someone
like me anyway, but that doesn’t mean I can’t internet stalk him a
little and order pieces of his furniture for my apartment, purely
to help him and his sister financially of course.

“I don’t know if I would call it pining,
though I appreciate the wood pun,” Jake huffs. His words break into
my thoughts about a certain flannel wearing mountain man, and I
frown at the intrusion. “More like, he complained about your
comments on the store’s site, and is seriously considering blocking
you again.”

I stifle a snort because my comments are a
little over the top. “It’s not like I’m sliding into his DMs and
asking him to send me nudes or anything,” I say with mock outrage.
Doing just that is something I have almost considered during the
long hours of particularly lonely nights, but luckily for us all, I
do have a modicum of restraint.

“Yet,” Jake adds with a sigh. “Just …
do me a favor and leave him alone for a while. I think that us
moving out has him feeling a little down.”

My brow furrows with concern. He’s never
been chipper exactly, but I still don’t like thinking of Carter as
feeling poorly. My chest feels tight at the thought of my
hard-working wood maker being anything less than his normal,
reservedly happy self. My hand finds its way to the space above my
heart, resting there lightly to try and ease the ache. “Fine,” I
exhale. “I’ll keep my online harassment to a minimum.”

“Thank you,” Jake says with more relief than
I feel is warranted. My commenting is meant to be a confidence
boost, but I don’t want to add stress to Carter’s life. It’s not
like anything could ever happen between us anyway. For one, he’s up
in the mountains while I’m here in the city. Secondly, we’re much
too different. He’s a serious and responsible individual, and I’m
good for fashion advice, a night at the club, and not much else. “I
better get going. We still on for dinner when I come into town next
month?”

“Sounds good,” I reply automatically. My
thoughts are still stuck on my friend’s soon-to-be brother-in-law.
“Talk to you later.”

“Bye, Billie,” Jake says. The end of the
call brings my attention back to my office, my eyes roaming from my
nearly empty desk to the stark gray walls and sparse shelves. The
room is devoid of any artwork, knickknacks, or personal photos.
Personal photos would require I have people to hang out with that
are worthy of memorializing, and while I have a picture frame of me
and Jake with our parents on the corner of my desk and one of him
with Maya and JJ, no one else has made the cut.

A knock sounds at my door and my eyes roam
over to my assistant, Cheryl. She’s the fifth assistant I’ve had
this year and I have no hope for her lasting any longer than the
others. It’s not them or me that’s the problem, but dealing with
the constant influx of requests from clients and other people about
where to go and what to do that drives them to quit. People around
the office call my phone the “party line,” and they’re not far off.
“Billie. The reps from the Sanderson Group called and wanted to
know where you’ll meet them for dinner,” she says, adjusting her
dark framed glasses. “Oh, and Tom Renfrey is on the line and wants
to know if you could recommend a good wine bar for him to be
photographed at.”

“Tom…?” I ask. Flipping through my mental
Rolodex and coming up blank, I look over at my assistant for
guidance on who the hell she is talking about. There are far too
many people calling for this kind of information to be able to keep
track of, but it would be bad for business for me to turn any of
them down.

“Renfrey. You took him and another client
out last month and he thought you might know the best place to go.”
She looks about as tired as I feel, and it isn’t even 1:00 in the
afternoon.

“Thanks, Cheryl. You can put him through,” I
tell her. Plastering a fake smile on my face and trying to psych
myself up for another conversation about wine bars and other
nightlife activities that ultimately mean nothing to me anymore, I
prepare to answer the call. It seems like all I do lately is fake
it. I want to be more than the person you go to for a good time,
but as I pick up the phone with false cheer in my voice, I fear
that will probably never happen.
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