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Dear Reader,

Ever since Lorenzo Vittori was first introduced as an antagonist, I wanted to dive deeper into his backstory, and finally, I was able to with “Love Arranged”. As Julian Lopez’s enemy, I knew Lorenzo had a lot to prove, and “Love Arranged” gives him an opportunity to tell his story. His “relationship” with Lily allows us to see who Lorenzo is–but more importantly who he isn’t–and I truly loved exploring his character arc.

I hope you love seeing Lily and Lorenzo’s romance transform throughout the book I’ve been waiting to tell their story ever since “Love Redesigned”, and I hope you enjoy reading it as much as I did writing it.

Welcome back to Lake Wisteria, Lauren Asher
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
Love Arranged on pieces of paper, like from a scrap book. Behind it is a textured paper with small, faint flowers on.
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To those who dream of falling in love.

And to anyone who fears it.

Love is one of life’s greatest rewards,

so long as you’re prepared to work for it.
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AUTHOR NOTE AND
CONTENT WARNING

Love Arranged is considered a standalone novel, but events in this book coincide with those in Love Redesigned and Love Unwritten, the first and second books in the Lakefront Billionaires series.

This love story contains explicit content and topics that may be sensitive to some readers. For a more detailed content warning list, please scan the QR code or visit https://laurenasher.com/lalbcontentwarnings/
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
Text reads: Scan to read: linking to Spotify. List of Love Arranged playlist, Flower Shop Pop playlist, Road Trip Requirements playlist, I Hate Running Playlist, Dancing Around In the Kitchen Playlist
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
Text reads: "Welcome to Eros. An anonymous dating app inspired by Cupid's lesser-known Greek counterpart. Not familiar with the best love story in Greek mythology? No worries! We'll give you a quick summary of what happened to the god of love. Long story short: a mortal woman named Psyche fell  in love with Eros without ever seeing his face, proving that beauty isn't skin-deep (and inspiring our "love is blind" twist). Get started. Login.
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Expand / collapse Extended Description
Text reads: "This photo will not be revealed until you choose to do so. A match can request to see your photo, but there is a mythology-inspired catch that would make Aphrodite proud, so proceed with caution (seriously, brush up on your Greek myths and see what happened to Psycho before considering this option)." Upload your photo. Continue.
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LAURENCE

Have you ever done something bad?

ANA

I can’t tell if you’re trying to flirt with me or scare me into never using Eros again.

LAURENCE

And if it’s the first?

ANA

Well, if I have done something bad, then I’m not about to disclose it in a chat that some random IT guy could read when he’s bored.

LAURENCE

And if it’s the second option?

ANA

Then I have a feeling we’re not talking about traffic violations or borrowing my sister’s favorite sweater and shrinking it by accident.

LAURENCE

Most definitely not.

ANA

Good to know.

ANA

Then as your unofficial legal counsel, I need to advise you against continuing this conversation.

LAURENCE

Are you a lawyer?

ANA

After all the dramatized detective shows I’ve seen, I could run a law firm.

LAURENCE

Straight into the ground?

ANA

I’m wounded that you think so little of me. Have a little faith.

LAURENCE

I have some.

ANA

Just not the good kind?

LAURENCE

Exactly.

ANA

You are aware this is a dating app and not a crisis hotline, right?

LAURENCE

It’s easy to forget given the state of your love life.

ANA

Mine? What about yours?

LAURENCE

It was DOA years ago.

ANA

Aw. Did someone break your heart?

LAURENCE

Who said I have one?

ANA

Well then now’s my chance to drop a clichéd “everyone has a heart, even if yours is a bit broken” line.

LAURENCE

You’ve got a real talent for words.

ANA

Really?

LAURENCE

No.

ANA

Maybe it’s time for me to delete this anonymous chat and find someone who appreciates my charm AND has no problem meeting up in person after spending the last few weeks messaging nonstop.

LAURENCE

Giving up already?

ANA

Your sunny disposition is starting to wear on me a bit.

LAURENCE

Your jokes are improving. I nearly laughed.

ANA

Is there hope for me yet?

LAURENCE

I hate to break it to you, but I have about as much hope as I do faith.

ANA

You know what I learned from fostering animals?

ANA

Hurt dogs don’t holler. They bite.
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ANA

Sometimes I think about packing my bags and going somewhere else.

LAURENCE

I don’t believe you.

ANA

You’re right. I love Lake Wisteria and plan on spending the rest of my life here. It’s part of my whole thirty-year plan to buy a cottage, have a few kids, and start a bee sanctuary in my backyard.

LAURENCE

That’s…oddly specific.

ANA

I’ve had a lot of time to think it over.

LAURENCE

I wouldn’t have guessed.

ANA

Don’t you have a thirty-year plan?

LAURENCE

No, and even if I did, I don’t think it would include this town.

ANA

This place will warm up to you eventually. Mark my words.

LAURENCE

Nearly impossible with the brutal winters.

ANA

I take it you’re not from somewhere cold.

LAURENCE

Hell is known to have the same temp year-round.

ANA

You’re funny.

LAURENCE

Your bar is far too low.

ANA

At least it’s easier for you to hit.

LAURENCE

You should expect more from people.

ANA

Why?

LAURENCE

Because if not, then you’ll end up with someone like me.

ANA

Is that supposed to be a bad thing?

LAURENCE

You have no idea.
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ANA

Do you ever feel lonely?

LAURENCE

No.

ANA

Let me guess: You enjoy your own company way too much.

LAURENCE

You’d understand if you heard the voice in my head.

ANA

You struggle with that too? I thought I was the only one.

ANA

Does yours always tell you to treat yourself to a sweet treat or new outfit when you’ve been mildly inconvenienced?

LAURENCE

No.

ANA

Oh.

ANA

That’s disappointing.

ANA

Perhaps you should seek professional help then.

LAURENCE

Why do you feel lonely?

ANA

Forget about me. We’re focusing on you for once.

LAURENCE

If I answer your question honestly, will you tell me?

ANA

Aw. You care about my feelings that much? I’m touched.

LAURENCE

More like I’m curious how someone like you could ever feel lonely a single day in her life.

ANA

I can’t tell if you’re insulting me or not.

LAURENCE

You’d know if I was.

ANA

Would it kill you to compliment someone from time to time?

ANA

And by someone, I mean me.

LAURENCE

And risk you expecting more of them?

ANA

The horror!!!

LAURENCE

Answer my question.

ANA

It might seem silly to someone who doesn’t care for other people’s company.

LAURENCE

I like yours.

Ana is offline.

Ana is online.

ANA

Sorry for the delay. I had to check if I accidentally fell asleep at work and started dreaming.

LAURENCE

And how did you do that?

ANA

It’s best you don’t ask.

LAURENCE

You’re…

ANA

The most special woman you’ve ever met?

LAURENCE

No.

LAURENCE

You’re the most special *person* I’ve ever met.

ANA

That better not be an insult.

LAURENCE

And if it wasn’t?

ANA

Then you might end up proving this anonymous app isn’t such a silly idea after all.
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ANA

So, you’re shipwrecked on an island and you can only bring three things. What are they?

LAURENCE

Things or people?

ANA

We both know you’d never willingly choose to be trapped with another human being.

LAURENCE

True.

LAURENCE

Or at least it was until I met you.
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ANA

There’s a Halloween party tomorrow at Last Call. I think it would be fun.

LAURENCE

Nice. Enjoy.

ANA

You should go.

LAURENCE

I’m busy.

ANA

Your blood sacrifices can wait.

LAURENCE

Tell that to the full moon.

ANA

I hope you’re joking.

ANA

Please tell me you’re kidding.

ANA

It’s been five minutes and I’m still waiting for an answer.

LAURENCE

Let’s leave it up to your imagination.

ANA

How about we don’t since it tends to run a bit wild.

LAURENCE

This is your daily reminder that I’m not some vampire or werewolf.

ANA

Except that’s exactly what someone would say to get me off their trail.

LAURENCE

Right.

ANA

Please come to the party.

ANA

Don’t make me beg.

LAURENCE

I’d rather you didn’t. I find submissiveness rather unattractive.

ANA

Funny because I feel the same way about someone running scared.

LAURENCE

I’m not scared.

ANA

Right. Sure you aren’t.

LAURENCE

Why are you pushing for us to meet up?

ANA

I’m done giving you time to get to know me first.

ANA

Tomorrow is your only chance. I’ll be dressed like a cowgirl. Pink hat. Lots of sparkles. Most likely to be found out on the dance floor with a passion fruit vodka seltzer in hand.

LAURENCE

I won’t be attending.

ANA

What a shame. If you don’t show up, then I plan on going home with someone else.

LAURENCE

Are you threatening me?

ANA

If you took it as one, that means you care more about me than you want to admit.

LAURENCE

I don’t.

ANA

Then prove it.

Ana is offline


[image: The Eros logo breaking up the chat between Laurence and Ana]


LAURENCE

When you see this tonight, run.
Laurence attached a photo

ANA

Run where? Straight into your arms?

LAURENCE

Why am I not surprised?

ANA

How did you get a mask like that on short notice?

LAURENCE

Don’t worry about it.

ANA

Please. The only thing I’m worried about is the way I’ll react in public once we finally meet.

Ana is offline






PROLOGUE

Lorenzo

Up until yesterday, I loved a good challenge. I thrived off them, but then Ana came along, calling my bluff when she threatened to go home tonight with another man should I not show up.

I knew it then that I lost the game, and after tonight, I’ll lose her for good.

She was never yours to keep.

Ignoring the knot of unease growing in my chest, I slip my mask over my face and enter the crowded bar. I’ve never seen Last Call this packed before, the entire space full of people wearing a variety of costumes, all of which required far more effort than my plain black shirt, jeans, and light-up mask with neon blue stitching for the eyes and mouth.

I search the room full of people for the woman who has plagued my mind since she first messaged me. I’ve spent two months wondering if every woman I talk to is her.

Two months of overthinking. Of denial. Of me trying to distance myself from Ana, who was someone I had no business pursuing once I determined I would never choose her to be my fake fiancée.

I couldn’t.

I tried to let her go, but I failed. Then I tried again, only to end up right where Ana wants me, searching the dance floor for a woman dressed in a pink, sparkly dress and matching cowboy hat.

I tell myself to stick to the perimeter. That if I don’t find her in five minutes, I’ll take it as a sign.

Fate must enjoy making a mockery of my life, because the moment I start the countdown, the crowd begins to part. It’s as if someone drove an invisible wedge down the center of the dance floor, separating people to reveal Ana at the center, a glow from a random spotlight shining down on her.

Or should I call her Liliana.

My heart, which has been acting up ever since I walked into the bar, picks up speed, the bass from the loud music adding to the intense pulsing sensation in my ears.

I take a step back, and then another, only to stumble on my third when Lily locks eyes with me.

Everyone else fades away, as if they were banished into darkness as her bright, carefree smile grows, stretching her perfectly plump lips. I’m stunned, my useless body on standby as she heads over to me.

Her steps are confident as she walks in my direction, all while I stare, trying to make sense of the fact that my Ana is none other than Liliana Muñoz.

It must be a trick. It doesn’t make sense that someone who attracts positive attention and exudes kindness with every interaction likes me. If it weren’t for Lily clearly recognizing my mask, I would’ve thought her costume is only a coincidence.

In all the scenarios I’ve imagined, Ana wasn’t the same ethereal woman whose smile dazzled me nearly a year ago when she slid into the empty seat beside me at church, her brown eyes warm and welcoming as they swept over me.

“So you’re the one everyone is talking about this week,” she says.

“I feel like I’m at a disadvantage because I have no idea who you are.”

Her smile remains, somehow even brighter than before. “Lily Muñoz.” She holds her hand out, and I hesitate to reach for it. I don’t like to touch others unless necessary, but the longer her hand hangs in the air, the more inclined I am to grab it.

When I do, an excited current of unfamiliar energy shoots up my arm, zapping away all worried thoughts about physical contact.

“Lorenzo Vittori.” My voice drops an octave.

“Nice to meet you, Lorenzo,” she replies, my name sounding like pure sin from her luscious lips.

“So,” I whisper. “I feel compelled to ask: What exactly are people saying about me?”

She laughs—a sound that makes me feel closer to heaven than any religious service or gospel. “I don’t like to gossip.”

“You just enjoy listening to it, then?”

“Guilty as charged.” She winks, and all hell breaks loose in my stomach as—I can’t believe I’m saying this—butterflies take flight.

The memory shimmers away, but that same wild feeling in my stomach remains as my past and present blend together.

“Well, well. Look who decided to show up after all.” Lily traces a line up the center of my chest with her index finger, leaving a path of heated skin in her wake.

I stay quiet because I’m unsure if she’d be able to recognize my voice from all the mayoral ads showing on local TV.

“Are we playing the silent game?” She teases the bottom of my mask with her thumb while her pinky tickles my throat.

I shiver, the reaction far from subtle.

Her smile grows impossibly large. “Fine. It’s a good thing you don’t need to talk while dancing.”

She laces her fingers with mine and drags me onto the dance floor, making me forget all about my boundaries as I get lost in the music.

As I get lost in her.

I hand over my control for ten minutes. Ten all-too-short minutes that fly by before I’m promising myself another five. But then fifteen turns into thirty, and next thing I know, Lily is fully in charge of our ruin as she tows me through the crowd and down a back hallway.

All she needs to do is throw me a secretive smile from over her shoulder, and every previous reservation I had about taking this further disappears.

People don’t pay us much attention, either because they’re too busy hooking up or too distracted by their friends while they wait to use the restroom.

I have no idea where she is taking me, but we somehow end up outside. The emergency exit door slams shut behind us before she cages me against it.

Since when are you the type to relinquish control? The anxious voice bleeds into the moment, threatening to destroy it.

This isn’t you, my instincts scream.

Run now before it’s too late, the voice reminds me as Lily closes the gap between us until our chests touch.

There is a playful glint in her eyes as she slips her hand under my mask and teases my bottom lip with her thumb. A tingle erupts from a single pass, and before I think better of it, I nip at the pad of her thumb.

Her smile is captivating as she cups my chin and drops a kiss on my plastic mask, proving that she doesn’t even need to touch my lips to send a zap shooting down my spine.

At first, it is a pleasant tingle, but soon the sensation transforms into a full-blown paralyzing shock as I process how I want to rip my mask off and crush my mouth to hers, devouring her in a way that leaves her desperate for relief.

A relief I desperately need as well.

An image of her in my bed, wrapped up in my sheets, wearing nothing but my marks on her neck brings my fantasies to a screeching halt.

A fake relationship can’t work between two people who desire each other. Too many lines would be blurred, and every limit I’ve set would be challenged.

Maybe even destroyed.

So, no, I can’t pursue a real relationship. I don’t want to, even if I tricked myself into thinking it was a possibility for the last couple of months.

Not even with someone as incredible as Lily.

Especially not with her.

I’m about to put a stop to all this, but then she traces a path of kisses down the column of my throat, stealing my breath and the words right from my mouth.

Pathetic, the same voice returns, louder than before.

My hands find her hips, not to keep her at a distance like I originally intended, but to drag her closer.

She smiles against my pebbled skin. “Are you going to hide behind a mask all night, or are you going to finally show me who I’ve been dreaming of for two months?”

Fuck. Me.

Her body molds to mine as she wraps her arms around my neck, teasing the strap keeping my mask in place. “Because as much as I’d love to explore this new mask kink of mine, I have a different idea about how I want tonight to go for us.”

“Like?”

“I’d rather show you.” Her eyes are so bright, so full of hope as she lifts my mask up. I don’t have a chance to stop her, or maybe I didn’t make enough effort to as Lily finally comes face-to-face with Laurence.

Her eyes widen, and her lips part with a gasp.

“Lo—”

I crush my mouth to hers.

One kiss to remember her by, I promise myself, embracing the rush of energy coursing through my body as she single-handedly ruins every future kiss for me.

She might as well be my first and my last because no one from my past compares, and there won’t be a single person who ever will.

It’s the least I deserve for the pain I’m about to cause her. Because the man she has spent months dreaming of… The one she wants for a thirty-year plan… I’m not him.

I hope you never forgive me for hurting you, I think to myself when she returns my kiss with equal enthusiasm. She tastes of passion fruit and sweet temptation, a forbidden combination that I could become addicted to.

I hope you find every reason to hate me and hold on to it, I silently add as I slide my hands through her hair and tilt her head back so I can better plunder her mouth.

And I hope that one day, I’ll stop hating myself for letting you go.

When I break away, I know it won’t be possible because I don’t just hate myself.

I despise the weak person I am and the anxiety I struggle with. The same anxiety that demands for me to push Lily away, not because she deserves better, but because I won’t be better.

I don’t know how. Don’t want to figure it out either, in part because I’m scared. I’m selfish. I’m too damn focused on my goal to get distracted by some fantasy that was never mine.

I gently spin Lily around so she has her back to the door before I release my hold on her waist and take a step away.

And another.

My third is smaller thanks to the crushed look on her face, but I manage a fourth and a fifth without tripping.

“Where are you going?” Her voice gives her distress away, making my stomach churn.

“This was a terrible idea.” I keep my tone flat. Emotionless. No room for misinterpretation about where I stand on the asshole spectrum.

“What?”

“You. Me… We were a mistake.”

She flinches, adding to the dark cloud of hatred following me everywhere I go.

A feeling of self-loathing that I’m all too familiar with, and one that will eat away at me until all I’m left with are a bunch of regrets, but none as big as this one.

I can feel it from the very first step I take.
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ANA

Are we going to talk about last night?

ANA

Or the fact that you’re Lorenzo fucking Vittori?

Laurence is offline

ANA

Don’t be an asshole. Talk to me.

Ana is offline

ANA

Seriously? You’re going to keep reading my messages and ignoring me after talking to each other every single day?

Laurence is offline

ANA

Are you pushing me away because of Julian and Rafa? They’re overbearing at times but completely harmless. Trust me. They stopped getting involved in my love life long ago.

Ana is offline

ANA

I could pull you aside in public and force you to talk to me about all this, but I’m afraid of what you might say. I hate to admit it, but it’s true.

Ana is offline

ANA

When you saw me at the animal shelter and acted like you’d never met me before in front of the volunteer team, it felt like you took my heart and smashed it into a thousand pieces to match yours.

ANA

If you want to pretend we’re strangers, fine. I’ll be sure to do the same.

Ana is offline

Ana is offline

Ana is offline
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ANA

It’s been a while since I sent a message, but I’m a little drunk.

ANA

By a little, I mean wastedddd.

ANA

Sloshed. Hammered. Borracha.

Ana is offline

ANA

My sister tried to take my phone away but I’m back and here to say I miss you.

ANA

I just…

Ana is offline

ANA

My phone died. Whoo0pps.

ANA

I didn’t want to pretend anymore. Just like I don’t want to pretend now. I don’t care if you’re Lorenzo or Laurence. I like you despite all the reasons I shouldn’t, and it makes me hate myself.

Ana is offline

ANA

Well, talk about embarrassing, but not nearly as bad as how I looked when you walked into my shop and asked me to make you a bouquet for another woman.

ANA

I finally realized that I was a challenge rather than the endgame.

Ana has deactivated her account






CHAPTER ONE

Lily

With an unbelievable amount of self-restraint, I resist turning the shocking letter I read into paper confetti. Instead, I toss it inside my thrifted shoulder bag and lock my office.

On my way to the sales floor, I pass by my mom’s empty office. Her door is shut—a more frequent occurrence since her doctor said she needed to take it easy because of her high blood pressure—and the plastic box nailed beside the white door is full of a few days’ worth of mail.

I spot the matching envelope to the one I received with the town’s crest on the upper left-hand corner. My vivid imagination gets the best of me, and I’m overwhelmed by images of my mom reading the notice tomorrow before she opens the flower shop for the day.

I can picture her breaking down when she learns how a condemnation act works. She’d spiral once she figures out that local governments are allowed to buy properties regardless if someone wants to sell or not, so long as there is appropriate, fair market compensation.

My mom and dad poured everything into turning this shop into their legacy, and I’ll fight anyone, including our small-town city council, who thinks they can buy out a few small businesses because of some antiquated amendment and turn them into fancy new storefronts.

Not wanting to second-guess my decision, I steal my mom’s letter and throw it inside my purse. It’s heavy from the weight of my rash choice, but I’d rather be the one to deliver the bad news.

Ditching the scene of my crime, I push on the swinging door that separates the offices, break room, and storage area from the sales floor. I’m hit with the fresh scent of flowers first, followed by the sound of soft music streaming from the hidden portable speakers.

The comfort I always feel whenever I walk into Rose & Thorn is quickly replaced by an emotional gut punch as I take in everything I stand to lose. My eyes well with tears as my watery gaze wanders around the small shop bursting with different roses, carnations, and other popular summer blooms.

The pristine shop is kept organized, allowing customers to navigate the endless amounts of color-coded buckets full of flowers and foliage so they can easily create their perfect custom bouquet—a Rose & Thorn experience I suggested five years ago—along with description cards placed in front of each bucket describing the name, origin, and possible meanings.

Our newest Rose & Thorn employee, Jane, picks the perfect time to look up from the flowers she’s rearranging at the front of the store. She is a sweet, young woman who moved here from Lake Aurora, a neighboring town that’s only a thirty-minute drive away.

“Everything okay?” Her brows knit together with worry.

I quickly smooth out my sour expression. “Yup. Got some mail from the IRS.”

Even if I wanted to tell Jane about the letter, I shouldn’t. Given the notice’s emphasis on discretion, I’d only anger the people who control our shop’s fate.

As a sign of good faith—I use the term loosely—the Ludlow family is willing to offer a hush-money check in exchange for a signed NDA. It is meant to be a bonus that encourages people to stay quiet until January when the forced sale is finalized and announced to the town.

Assholes.

Jane’s nose twitches. “I’d suggest shredding the envelope and pretending you never got it, but I believe that’s a crime.”

I laugh, but it rings a bit hollow. “Don’t tempt me.”

She brushes a hand down her Rose & Thorn embroidered apron. “I won’t tell on you if anyone comes knocking.”

“Your loyalty is appreciated.”

She returns to fixing the flowers while I stare out the window at Lavender Lane, which is ground zero for the city council’s reconstruction project.

The sun is slowly setting outside, casting our run-down street in a golden glow. It might not be the nicest, most popular part of the Historic District, but at this time of day, the hues of pink and orange make our humble little side street look like the most beautiful part of town.

“Are you sure you’re good with locking up later?” I ask, only to delay my departure.

Jane offers me another reassuring smile. “Absolutely. You don’t have to worry about me. I’ve got everything covered.”

I get going, but instead of heading to my car right away, I pause outside the store to take it all in.

While the other four storefronts need a serious makeover, Rose & Thorn stands out with its pink-painted bricks and striped awnings. My dad installed the window coverings himself, and it was one of many improvement projects he worked on in the store.

This season’s window display, which took me eight days to assemble, might be my favorite one yet. The melting ice-cream cones are made completely out of flowers, and they’ve been an absolute hit since I unveiled them last week, driving up foot traffic, sales numbers, and social media buzz.

My plan of having Visit Rose & Thorn on everyone’s Michigan bucket list is slowly coming together, and I’ll be damned if the city council thinks they can shut our doors for good.

Ignoring the ache in my chest, I turn away from the window and walk to my parked car located across the street. It’s stuffy inside thanks to the faded upholstery and constant exposure to the hot June sun, but it’s nothing that blasting the AC can’t fix.

I plug my key into the ignition and turn it, only for my heart to drop at the telltale clicking sound.

“No.” I groan while turning the key again.

The dead battery doesn’t respond to my second or third try, so I spend the next few minutes researching tips and tricks. By my fifth failed attempt, I give up on Google and pop the hood open.

My long, dark hair sticks to the back of my neck as I check out the engine. I’m not sure why I bother since I know next to nothing about cars, but I at least need to try to diagnose the issue before I text the family group chat asking for help.

I shoot daggers at the engine until the sound of shoes clapping against the sidewalk steals my attention. I’m about to wave the person down, only to stop when I find a pair of dark brown eyes already focused on me.

If eyes are the window to the soul, Lorenzo Vittori must lack one, because his blank stare gives absolutely nothing away. It remains emotionless as his eyes ever so slowly rove down my body—a reaction he can’t seem to help whenever I’m around.

Today’s outfit is bland at best, like most of my neutral colors lately. Ditching my bright clothes didn’t happen overnight, but rather it felt like I slowly turned the saturation down in my life.

Fashion is my favorite form of self-expression, and lately I want to keep that part of myself hidden away. I’m not sure for how long, but at least until I stop worrying that I’m too much.

After being vulnerable with one too many assholes, I’m done wearing my heart on my sleeve—both literally and figuratively.

My choice to dim my personality isn’t a confidence issue.

It’s a trust one.

If a man wants to get to know me, he needs to work for it. Then, once they earn my trust, I’ll whip out the pastel dresses, crochet tops in every color yarn, and my custom-painted sneakers with satin ribbons for laces.

Like usual, I expect Lorenzo to carry on with his day without acknowledging my existence, but I’m surprised when he heads directly toward me.

Something in my chest flutters, and I swear to God I’ve never hated the sensation more. Swooning over Laurence was one thing, but feeling lightheaded in his alter ego’s presence?

“Need some help?” he asks, the deep timbre in his voice sending a vibration rolling through my body.

“Nope.” I lean over and start fiddling with a cap of some sort.

He stops beside me, standing close enough for me to see the one tiny speck of dirt on his shoe.

How out of character for the perfectionist.

“I haven’t given it a try myself, but maybe if you turn that cap the wrong way long enough, it’ll finally come off,” he says, his amused tone grating on my fraying nerves.

My composure slips at the stupid smirk on his face, and my irritation flares. “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

He checks his fancy platinum watch, which must be worth more than my monthly salary. “Not yet.”

A rarity coming from the man who is busy juggling a mayoral campaign and his small but growing venture-capitalist portfolio.

His gaze dips. “You’ve got a stain on your pants.”

I take a jump back with a gasp, the muscles in my neck spasming from how quickly I look down to assess the white linen material. “Where?”

He effectively slips through the gap and starts tinkering around underneath my hood. I never allow my stare to linger on him, but today I’m taken aback by his nearness.

Laurence—or should I say Lorenzo—once told me he liked cars, but I didn’t know he could repair them.

His dark hair falls in front of his eyes as he leans over to see something, and I’m tempted to comb it back.

Have you learned nothing?

I blame my lack of impulse control on his proximity. It’s disarming, being this close to him after months of avoiding each other, so my head is a mess.

I try to refocus on his actions. The ease in which he twists knobs and assesses engine parts with his phone’s flashlight distracts me temporarily, only for me to become entranced by how his bespoke suit bunches up around his muscles when he bends over to get a better look at something.

The view of his backside…I swear the man’s physique could’ve inspired Renaissance sculptors with a body like his.

His voice startles me, but it’s his narrowed eyes that make me want to die of humiliation.

Shit. My face turns hot.

What did he say?

When I don’t reply fast enough, Lorenzo raises a single brow. “When’s the last time you got an oil change?”

Oh.

I’m quick to look down at the metal stick in his hands. “Uh…let me see.”

I take the opportunity to add some distance and get a hold of myself. It’s a valiant effort that’s ruined when I accidentally brush against his back with my shoulder, sending sparks down my arm.

He bristles at the contact, adding to my embarrassment as I dart around him to check the sticker on my windshield.

I climb back out of the car with the grace of a newborn foal. “Looks like I went in May.”

“Of this year?”

I shake my head. “Last.”

“I guessed as much.” His lips, which look deceptively firm, mash together, and I’m reminded of what it felt to have his mouth pressed to mine.

The way my body tingled as soon as we touched.

I’m overwhelmed with an urge to flee him and the memory, but then he beckons me closer with a quick flick of his hand. “Come take a look.”

With shaky legs, I step forward until I’m close enough to smell the crisp, clean scent of his cologne. I’m a glutton for punishment, so I take another sniff because why the hell not? It’s not like things can get any more awkward between us.

“See this?” He holds up the stick with tiny markings.

Even with contacts, I need to squint to read it. “What am I looking at?”

He points at one line with an F. “This is where your oil should be.” His finger travels down the stick until it nearly reaches the end. “And this is where it is now.”

“I’m guessing that’s not great.”

“Unless your goal is to kill your engine, no. It’s not.”

I look up at the sky and pray for patience when Lorenzo shifts the stick so I can get a better look.

“See how it’s dark?” he asks.

“A bit hard to miss.” The bead of oil at the end of the stick is nearly the same shade as his eyes, hair, and today’s suit. He skipped out on wearing a tie, but I imagine it would match his doom-and-gloom aesthetic.

“That means you need to get it changed, along with your serpentine belt, which looks like shit, by the way.”

“I knew you loved collecting cars, but I had no idea you knew how to fix them too.” The comment slips out. Typically I pretend we hardly know each other, especially around my family, but I forgot myself.

He puts the metal stick back where it belongs before he stands to his full height and assesses his stained hands. “Do you have a rag or something?”

I pluck his fancy pocket square from his jacket and hand it over. “This looks like it could work.”

He grabs it with a fake smile. I ignore the way the tips of my fingers tingle when his brush against mine, just like I ignore the small jolt in my chest when he stares at his hand too.

He wipes engine grease from his well-manicured fingers and tosses the stained silk square into the trash bin next to us before asking, “When’s the last time you changed the battery?”

“Recently.”

“Are we talking in the current decade?” His smile grows, along with the pain in my chest. Countless times I’ve seen Vote Vittori lawn signs, street banners, and local television ads promoting his mayoral campaign, so I should be used to it.

My gaze drops to his mouth before I look back at the engine. “I’m going to grab my phone and call the mechanic. He can come out and take a look.”

“The shop’s closed already.”

“Great,” I mumble to myself.

He shuts my hood. “I can give you a ride home.”

“I’d rather walk.”

“In the middle of a heat wave?”

I give his suit a quick pass. “I don’t see you struggling.”

“This is nothing compared to Vegas.”

“Huh. And here I thought you spent the last two decades in hell.”

“Sure felt like it sometimes.” His light tone doesn’t match the dark, intriguing look in his eyes.

“Hm,” I reply while chanting we don’t care enough about him to ask what he means in my head.

“Do you want a ride or not?” He pulls out his key ring from the interior pocket of his jacket. “I don’t have a lot of time before my next meeting.”

I stare at him without saying anything.

“I’ll even call Manny on the way and ask him to come here first thing tomorrow morning.”

My brows rise. “I wasn’t aware that you’re on a first-name basis with the town’s mechanic.”

“He didn’t give me much of a choice.”

“Aw. Look at you making a friend. Should I warn him about what happens when anyone gets too close?”

“You and I were never friends.”

A sharp pain shoots through my chest. “Great. Since you cleared up that misunderstanding, you’ll understand why I don’t accept rides from strangers.” I curse to myself, knowing I revealed way, way too much about how hurt I am.

Feeling both embarrassed and annoyed at myself, I reach inside my car and grab my purse from the passenger seat. The white envelope peeking out makes my bad mood even worse, so I need to get out of here before I say or do something I’ll regret.

“Thanks for the help.” I lock up my car without looking at him.

“You hate me that much?” he says, low enough for no one around to hear us.

I start walking in the opposite direction without replying.

I don’t look back because I’m too afraid of my eyes revealing the answer to his question.




CHAPTER TWO

Lorenzo

Like clockwork, I stop by Rose & Thorn every week to pick up my two bouquets. The task has become an essential part of my routine and, frankly, something I’ve looked forward to since I moved to Lake Wisteria almost two years ago. My schedule of campaigning and never-ending meetings can be taxing at times, but something about the floral shop located in the town’s quiet Historic District and the carefree florist who runs it breaks up the monotony of my life.

The same florist who chose a grueling, thirty-minute walk in the middle of a heat wave over my offer to drive her home.

I’m reminded of Lily’s decision as I step out of Rose & Thorn with my order. Her car is still abandoned across the street—if I can even call the hunk of metal she owns a car.

Lily claims the billionaire Lopez cousins are like family to her, but if that’s the case, why are they allowing her to drive around in a rusting metal death trap with a rear bumper held together by prayers and duct tape? Or better yet, why hasn’t her sister, who is a wildly successful interior designer, gifted her a car?

From my point of view, it seems like no one cares enough about her safety to step in and send the car straight to the junkyard.

I try to remind myself that Lily isn’t my problem—how I made sure she would never become one either—but then I remember the state of her testing dipstick, worn tires, and serpentine belt, which looks one rotation away from breaking.

Given her stubbornness and general dislike toward me, I don’t trust Lily to follow up with most of the concerns I noted, so I’ll take it upon myself to make sure her car gets the full workup. If the Lopez cousins get pissed off about it, even better.

I grab my phone and reach out to Manny, the mechanic who became my friend after I hired him to service my twenty cars. Before he inserted himself into my life, I only had two friends in town—Willow, who I pay to help me with my campaign, and Ellie, who happens to be her best friend.

ME


Will you do me a favor?



MANNY


For my best friend? Of course.



I roll my eyes.

ME


What’s the going rate for a new battery, serpentine belt, and an oil change?



MANNY


For you? A day driving your Ferrari.



ME


No.



MANNY


Okay. I understand. What about the superbike?



ME


Do you even know how to drive a motorcycle?



MANNY


No, but I’m thinking about having you park it outside Last Call so I can stand by it and hope a woman takes me up on a ride.



ME


And if they do?



MANNY


I haven’t thought that far ahead yet.



ME


It’s a real mystery why you’re single.



MANNY


Is that a no on the superbike?



ME


Yes.



MANNY


I take it the Lambo is also off-limits?



ME


You guessed correctly.



MANNY


Fine. I’ll send an invoice for the battery and belt, but friends and family get free oil changes.



ME


Thanks. The tow truck will drop off Lily’s car in an hour.



MANNY


Lily…Muñoz?



ME


Yes?



MANNY


Interesting.



MANNY


You sure you don’t want to ask her out on a date?



I ignore his question and ask one of my own.

ME


Fix the car first thing in the morning?



MANNY


Morning? I plan on heading to the shop now and getting started once it arrives.



My good deed is quickly spiraling into something else thanks to Manny’s ability to romanticize the mundane.

ME


That’s unnecessary.



MANNY


Nonsense. Can you imagine what she’ll think about you if she wakes up to find out you already had her car fixed?



Doubt anything will change her opinion of me, but Manny isn’t aware of what happened between Lily and me. No one is.

ME


I’d rather we not find out.



MANNY


Please. It’ll be part of my best man speech when you get married because of me.



Manny is both a romantic and a certified yapper—two qualities I’m uninterested in exposing myself to—but he is also thoroughly up to date on all the town gossip, so I’ve accepted his quirks in exchange for information.

MANNY


For the record, my full name is Emanuel, so feel obliged to name your first kid after me.



I pocket my phone and ignore the way it vibrates from whatever ridiculous messages Manny is sending me right now about Lily.

During the charity softball game two weeks ago, he caught me checking out Lily, but he didn’t say anything until after he saw us having a little chat at Last Call after the game.

Should Manny decide to make a big deal about this, I’ll remind him and anyone else how I’m helping someone in need…even if that someone happens to be the woman I pushed away because falling in love with her isn’t an option.


[image: Illustration of a flower for the line break]


I take a seat in front of the one-way mirror as Willow, my publicist, campaign manager, and unsolicited friend, sits beside me. We both watch as a campaign volunteer walks into a conference room full of townspeople. She asks the focus group to have a seat at the long table before she reviews today’s payment and the rules.

“Please feel free to be as honest as you’d like while answering the questions. Your paperwork will remain anonymous, and anything you say in this room will be kept private.”

The ten people fill out the paperwork full of questions. A woman I once politely turned down after she asked me out on a date looks up from her clipboard and clocks the one-way mirror, but thankfully she doesn’t say anything to the rest of the group.

Once an elderly man with a pocket protector and aviator reading glasses finishes his set of questions, the volunteer asks the first one.

“In your opinion, what are the three biggest problems facing Lake Wisteria today?”

A few people share similar responses: property taxes increasing, the growing class divide, a similar concern I have about a billionaire real estate developer named Julian Lopez turning older homes into summer houses for the new and more affluent residents.

I’m not surprised by everyone’s answers to the next set of questions, although I’m bothered by how they respond to the volunteer asking, “If you had to pick between Lorenzo Vittori and Trevor Ludlow, who do you think would do a better job protecting the town’s interests?”

It’s nearly a clean sweep in Trevor’s favor despite his family playing a significant role in all their concerns, and it makes me question what I’m doing wrong because I’m campaigning in their best interests.

Trevor Ludlow—like his father, who is retiring this election season—comes from a long line of town mayors, so his nepotistic connections run deep. Their family is a pillar in the community, while I’m still viewed as an outsider despite my Lake Wisteria birth certificate.

Maybe if people knew more about the man vying to replace his father, they’d reconsider, but that’s one of my biggest problems with this campaign. No one knows the truth about Trevor and what he cost my family, so they have no problem voting for him.

“Does anyone want to expand on their answer?” the volunteer asks.

The elderly man with five different pens inside his front pocket readjusts his glasses. “Trevor Ludlow is the best choice—even if he’s new to the job. His family has run the city council since it was founded, so I trust him to uphold our values and traditions.”

A woman with pink stripes in her hair nods. “And he’s one of us.”

People easily forget or ignore how I spent the first decade of my life growing up in this town until I became an orphan.

Another man in his early forties talks next. “Yeah, I agree. There’s something about Lorenzo that I don’t trust.”

Next to me, Willow scribbles on her notepad, jotting everyone’s points down as if we haven’t heard them countless times before.

“What do you mean?” someone calls from the corner of the table.

“Doesn’t anyone find it strange how he came out of nowhere two years ago and decided to run for mayor? It’s not as if he has deep ties to the town, and he isn’t like Trevor, who has a legacy he wants to protect, so what’s his deal?”

Revenge. Simple as that.

I look forward to dismantling life as the Ludlows know it, and it all starts with removing them from their century-long position of power. For a family who values their pride, reputation, and social status, losing the election will be a huge blow they probably won’t recover from.

“And what about a family? I heard Lorenzo hates kids, so it’s not like he plans on settling down here,” the woman with pink hair adds.

“He’d have to be open to dating to want that,” the woman I rejected says while looking at the mirror.

Safe to assume I’ll never get her vote.

“Maybe it’s for the best. We don’t need him bringing his family’s mafia business here,” the forty-year-old man with a blue ball cap on says.

Another person chimes in with “Oh, I heard about that. Do you think that’s why he sold his shares of the family company?”

“He did?” someone else asks.

“Yeah. A random article I read online mentioned how he and his uncle would get in arguments during board meetings. Nearly came to blows once.”

Yes, while that is accurate, I would’ve put up with my uncle if it weren’t for how he hid the truth about my parents’ accident. After I found out what really happened, I quit my job as the director of operations, sold my Vittori Holdings shares, and walked away without looking back.

A quiet member of the group speaks next. “Apparently his uncle hired a hitman to kill Lorenzo’s father, which is why they never found the person responsible for the hit-and-run accident.”

Yet another lie.

“I always thought it was strange how the Vittoris mostly kept to themselves. Lorenzo’s mother was nice and involved in the church, but there was always something…off about his father,” the same man in a ball cap says.

If by off he means diagnosed with obsessive-compulsive disorder, then fuck him very much. My father was a good man, although his struggle with OCD could be downright debilitating—a daily mental battle I’m all too familiar with thanks to my own diagnosis.

I want to barge in there and say No, I don’t hate children and No, I’m not involved in the mafia, although I can’t say the same for my uncle and cousins who are in the casino business—a fact the Ludlow family likes to remind everyone all too often.

My teeth grind together, and I reach inside my pants pocket and pull out my lucky dice. I roll the glass cubes between my fingers, the familiarity of the indentations soothing me until I’m no longer seething.

The volunteer scrambles to get the session back in order, but the focus group quickly goes from gathering useful intel to people making the most inaccurate assumptions about me.

After spending the last year campaigning on ideas like preserving the town’s historic character and improving local services for the youth and elderly townspeople alike, it’s frustrating to be typecast as something I’m not.

If I don’t find a way to improve my image and give people the confidence to vote for me, I’ll never be able to catch up to Trevor Ludlow. And if I don’t do it soon, my nightmare scenario will quickly become an unbearable reality.




CHAPTER THREE

Lily

When I get home after my walk from hell—seriously, I question if my pride was worth the extra cardio—I take a cold shower before heading to our garage.

My mom encouraged me to convert it into a small work area last year, although I don’t know how much longer I can keep using it. I’ve outgrown the space, and our neighbor’s band practicing their set list in the garage across the street gives me a headache.

Somehow I tune out the negative thoughts and electric-guitar sounds, focusing instead on the beautiful, all-white bridal bouquet with tulips, snapdragons, and calla lilies I designed for a Lake Aurora bride.

Once my back starts to hurt from being hunched over for too long, I keep myself busy by folding the mountain of dark clothes on my bed.

In the middle of organizing my closet, I send a cardboard box toppling off the top shelf. Colorful clothes fly past me and land in a scattered mess at my feet, a mix of fabrics ranging from frilly and impractical to vibrant and eye-catching.

Ruffles and bows galore, satin skirts in every shade of the rainbow, neon athletic clothes that can be spotted a mile away in the dark, and shoes with hand-painted flowers and butterflies.

My heart painfully clenches as I shove everything back into the box and return it to the shelf before checking my vibrating phone.

I open the Kids’ Table group chat I have with my sister, Dahlia, her boyfriend, Julian, and his cousin, Rafa, who shared a photo of him, Nico, and Ellie, Nico’s nanny, snorkeling in Hawaii. Nico’s dark hair is sticking up in all directions, similar to his father’s, while Ellie looks like a blonde mermaid.

It’s the smiles on everyone’s faces that make my chest ache in the best kind of way. I don’t remember the last time I’ve seen Rafa or Nico look so happy, especially not together, so I comment on how cute they look before sending an SOS message.

ME


Can anyone help me jump-start my car?



RAFA


Again?



JULIAN


Isn’t this the second time in a month?



ME


Yes, but it’s my car this time. Not the company van.



RAFA


In that case, no.



ME


You’re not even in Lake Wisteria right now!



RAFA


I’m speaking on behalf of Julian and myself.



ME


Julian is a strong, independent man who can think for himself.



RAFA


Well, he *thinks* your car is shit, but he’s too nice to say it.



ME


That’s rude.



JULIAN


Maybe, but he’s not exactly wrong…



JULIAN


Your car IS a road hazard.



ME


For who?!



RAFA


Anyone who might be driving behind you.



ME


Unlike some of us who have been in an accident recently, I’m a good driver.



JULIAN


That might be true, but your bumper does fall off if the tape gets too hot.



ME


You know what? Forget I asked for help.



Julian sends me a private message, apologizing for taking his joke too far before offering to pick me up in twenty minutes. I only agree because I can’t survive another walk across town in this weather, although my pride stings a bit at him calling my car shit.

Julian drives around in his dad’s old truck, so I expected him to understand my inability to let mine go, but I guess my Corolla doesn’t have the same appeal as the vintage truck he restored.

Dahlia, who never responded to the group chat, waltzes into my room. “I’ve got some new ideas for the expansion!”

My stomach drops, and my smile along with it, when I see the thick binder in her arms. It’s full of design ideas for Rose & Thorn’s spin-off business—a venture I dreamt up with her a few years ago.

She jumps into big sister mode as soon as she notices the look on my face. “What’s wrong?”

Everything, I want to answer, but the thought of talking to her about the condemnation notice feels impossible, and not because of the NDA.

The pressed-flower business has been on my vision board for three years, ever since I created an art piece for a client who wanted to preserve the bridal bouquet I made her, but it finally became an achievable goal once Rose & Thorn’s sweet, elderly neighbor offered to sell me her shop last month.

Now, thanks to Mayor Ludlow, there won’t be a store on Lavender Lane to buy anymore.

At least not for me.

After spending a year scouting locations around town and being outbid on multiple properties I loved, I can predict that finding a new one won’t be easy. Rental spaces are impossible to come by, and any available properties to purchase are way too expensive to justify the cost.

Hence my predicament.

I take a seat on the corner of my bed. “I’m stressed.”

“About the car?” So she did see our messages.

I nod.

She places the binder on top of my desk before leaning against it. “If you want, we can go visit some dealerships together this weekend. It could be fun to take a few out for a joyride…”

“I don’t want a new car.”

“No, but you need it.”

My gaze drops to the carpet.

She talks when I don’t. “If it’s about money—”

“It’s not, and even if it was, it’s your money, not mine.” I make a good salary managing Rose & Thorn, and I live at my mom’s house, where I only need to chip in for groceries and utilities, so I save most of my income.

“I want to help you.”

“I appreciate it, really, but I love my car.”

She grimaces. “But you know Dad would want you to have a new one if he was still here.”

But he’s not
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