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  Chapter 1
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Lucy


I am, as it happens, not only a hopeless romantic, but a helpless one. I love despite everything. Doctors could probably classify a whole new disorder based solely on me. It would certainly involve a new type of rehab or group, like Romantics Anonymous. I can just hear my introduction now: “Hi. My name is Lucy, and I’m addicted to romance.” 
I love to love, to be in love, to be showered with love. Once I fall, I’m all in. And I always fall.
Therein lies my downfall.
I definitely see the irony in how it happened in the exact same place we met the previous year. This location was one of my most favorite spots in the world. It’s where I felt the most comfortable, the most secure, and the most at peace. My family and I visited this place—our home away from home—every summer, from the time I was a toddler all the way up to my early teen years.
Then came the summer I was thirteen. We didn’t pack up and go in June. We didn’t pack up and go in July either. It was our first summer vacation away from the only place I ever wanted to be. To be away from the cabin felt like being away from home, even as I lay in my bed in the place I grew up.
By the time I was eighteen, enough was enough. My sister Kenzie and I started a new tradition of traveling to the lake on our own every weekend in June. Once I became a teacher, I still went every weekend. It didn’t matter that school didn’t end until June was almost gone.
It was one of these trips with Kenzie at the start of the summer that pivoted my life in a direction that I, the hopeless romantic, never saw coming.
Even at twenty-five, the lake was still like home to me. In fact, it was better in some ways, because home consisted of an adorable yet outrageously expensive one-bedroom rental in what had to be the most populated part of my tiny town of Syracuse Falls, New York.
That late June day, the trees were in full bloom. The verdant grasses had reached a shade of perfection. Even the clouds seemed fluffier and brighter than in recent months.
Kenzie and I had driven from our cabin to the state park to meet a few friends before they spent the night at the cabin with us, as they were at the lake a day before we were.
Near the six of us, a group of teens tossed a football around. Adults and children alike built sandcastles and flew kites, and some even swam in the cool, fresh water. It had been such a bitterly cold winter that we were obviously all grateful for this magnificent change. Everyone and everything felt happy and alive. Laughs and smiles emanated from all the people I could see.
And there he was.
A man about my age. A very, very cute man. He sat comfortably in jeans and a blue T-shirt just snug enough to see there were muscles underneath. A tan hoodie lay on the sand next to him. The sun-kissed blond streaks in his darker hair matched the warm sand beneath us. He scratched at his dark, stubbly beard with a wide grin on his face aimed at his friends, and I nearly had to force my lungs to work in order to breathe. It was like I had found my very own Prince Charming.
But I was familiar with these sensations. Honestly, I felt them almost all the time when meeting new guys, or seeing a random guy in the store or even hearing what sounded like a cute guy on a customer service line. None of those relationships had lasted long, though. It was beyond disturbing when the men I dated behaved worse than the third-grade students I taught.
I made my way closer to this man on the beach. Little by little, I nonchalantly took a few steps here and there. I “needed” to look at a shell I saw half-buried in the sand. Our friend Trevor asked if I wanted another bottle of water since I’d finished mine, but I waved him off. I was already a little too far away to reply.
As I moved more in the direction of the super-hot guy, I feigned interest in what turned out to be a soaked, rotten stick. No matter how slow I moved, I had to keep going. It was like a force was pulling me to him. All I could do was obey.
Finally, I was close enough to catch his attention. His amazing baby blues locked on mine, and we smiled. He had nonchalantly stood up and moved his way toward me, I saw, because he was no longer where I first noticed him. While gazing at him, nothing existed except him and me. All else faded into the background as he and I slowly walked even closer to each other.
“Petey Boy!” a male voice called.
Hot Guy turned his head in that direction before we had a chance to speak. His gorgeous, muscled body, however, still mostly faced me.
“What?” he called to the other man. His smooth, baritone voice practically gave me goose bumps.
I looked to see who he was talking to. There was a group of two guys and three women, all of their eyes on either me or Pete—or maybe Peter. I wasn’t sure yet.
“You ready to go grill?”
Pete or Peter shook his head. “Nah. You go on without me.”
The other man waved him off, and no one really replied.
“Should I call you Petey Boy, too?” I asked when he turned back to me.
He grimaced. “Please don’t. Pete is fine.”
Yes, you are, I thought, but of course I couldn’t say this. “Hi, Pete,” I said with a grin.
He grinned back with his perfectly crooked smile. “Hey.”
“Luce?” Kenzie called.
I didn’t turn to face her. I only wanted to look at Pete.
“Luce,” she said again, much closer this time based on the sound of her voice.
It took a lot of willpower to glance away from Pete to my sister. “What?” I asked her, trying to keep an annoyed tone out of my words.
She brushed several dark blonde strands of hair out of her face. “We’re ready to go back for lunch.”
“And?” Whoops. That tone came out anyway.
“And,” she answered, drawing the word out, “you and I brought your car here. They don’t have room for both of us in their vehicle.”
Oh, right. I couldn’t see a way out of this. “I’m sorry, Pete,” I told him. His upturned mouth had straightened by the time I looked back at him. “Will you still be here if I come back?”
“I’ll wait all day if I have to.”
This about weakened my knees to the point I couldn’t stand. My lungs also seemed to have devised a scheme with my heart, which immediately copied its friend and sped up to a level I wasn’t sure I could handle. As my cheeks begin to heat with a blush, I laughed to myself, knowing my whole body was conspiring against me.
Of course, my brain didn’t want to be left out. It seemed to forget how to form words or what they even were.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can,” I finally managed to tell him, my cheeks hot.
Kenzie and I were halfway to the parking lot with our friends when I stopped my feet. I dug in my pocket, then held out my keys to my sister. “Go without me. I’ll see you when you come back.”
She slowly reached for the keys. “Are you sure? You don’t even know this guy.”
I laughed. “We’re at a busy public beach. I have my phone if I get into trouble. You worry too much.”
“You don’t worry enough.” Then she walked away, catching up with our waiting friends.
Without waiting to see them leave, I shifted my body and headed back to Pete, hoping he would keep his word. Sure enough, he was still in the area I left him. One of the women and the man who called him Petey Boy were also with him, having what looked to be a funny conversation. They were all laughing and smiling.
Pete took a few steps away from them when he saw me. They moved closer, too. Pete’s feet carried him all the way over to me, stopping maybe six inches away. “Luce, this is Miles and his fiancée Corkie.”
We said our hellos. All the while, I tried to fight the spread of tingles from hearing Pete call me Luce. Only some family, my besties, and maybe one or two previous boyfriends ever called me that. Everyone else was happy to call me Lucy.
Corkie pulled on Miles’s arm. “Let’s let them be.”
He didn’t really acknowledge her. “What about Drea, Petey Boy? You promised her a rematch on the grill today. Loser cleans up.”
Pete grimaced again. He turned his eyes my way. Then he suddenly lunged forward and grabbed something. When I looked, I saw an errant football in his hands. Based on where his hands went, it must have been just a few inches away from hitting me.
“A head’s up would have been nice,” he said to the teen who came over to retrieve it.
“Sorry, man,” the kid said in return.
I didn’t really care about the head’s up. Prince Charming, who turned out to be Prince Pete, had just rescued the damsel in distress, aka me. I was head over heels already.
“Hey, Lucy.” My sister’s voice.
Why was she calling me again? Didn’t she leave?
I swiveled around. “What’s wrong? Everything okay?”
“Fine,” she told me. She held my keys out to me. “I found your spare in your glove box. Trevor and I will bring your car back soon. I’ll lock it and text its location to you.”
“Why would you leave then come all the way back here?”
“Because Trevor agreed with me that you shouldn’t be here without a vehicle.”
“You really do worry too much,” I said with a chuckle. But I appreciated the effort she put into keeping her little sister safe.
“You staying?” Miles asked Pete in a harder tone as my sister left again.
I realized more than just my body was conspiring against me. No one in this park wanted Pete and I to have a decent conversation except the two of us. Well, I knew one of us did for sure. I held my breath in hope for the other.
Pete reached over and moved the stray hairs that were blowing in front of my face. “I’m staying,” he replied, though it felt like he wanted me to hear it first, before them.
I exhaled softly. My wish came true.
Corkie and Miles returned to their other friends. Pete stepped closer to me. Only a few inches separated us.
“Guess you forfeit!” a woman’s voice called out. We both glanced over. She looked to be around twenty-five—my age and Pete’s, too, from my best guess—and was simply gorgeous in a bikini top and short shorts. I wondered if they ever dated or slept together, but not for long. It didn’t matter. He was clearly more interested in me.
Finally on our own, Pete led me over by the railing, under the shade of a tree. We sat on the sand, the soft warmth radiating into us as the stories flowed out. We didn’t talk about boring things like jobs. I wanted to know about his life outside of his obligations. Who wanted to think about work when they were on vacation? Most people I knew went to the lake to forget about what would be on their desk or in their inbox. The park didn’t even offer Wi-Fi.
“You seriously cheered for Gatsby and Daisy?” Pete asked after we got around to one of my favorite books. He laughed like he just couldn’t believe it.
“Why not? They just had a little growing up to do.”
Pete gave a slight nod. I took this to mean he agreed with me.
“And the affair?”
“Never should have happened,” I replied quickly, “but she married the wrong man. That’s what makes it so tragically romantic.”
Pete gave a laugh along with a handsome smile.
As we continued to chat, he moved closer to me and again tucked a stray section of hair behind my ear. Right then, I knew there was no going back. There was no turning around and away from this place I now found myself. The air was suddenly sweeter, the breeze warmer.
“Shall I compare thee to a summer’s day?” he began.
Then.
Oh then. 
He recited the whole damn sonnet, much to my—quite physical—delight. It turned out that he knew all my favorite sonnets by name. We shared a love of baseball and bluebirds, football and finches, and camping and cardinals. He was my athletic, intellectual, nature-loving dream guy.
Pete’s eyes watched my face, then he brushed some sand off my hand after I repositioned myself. “I love how the sun dances on your hair, but the light in your eyes is so much more intense.”
I wondered how he could see that, a thought I questioned aloud.
“How can I not?” he told me as he moved ever closer to my side. “It’s the most alluring part of you.”
I wanted to kiss him right then, kiss the beautiful mouth of this beautiful man with a beautiful soul. Instead, I kissed his cheek and rested my head on his shoulder as he wrapped his muscular arm around my waist. We stretched our legs out beneath us, my jeans the only things between his lower legs and mine. The spice of his cologne blended so perfectly with the sweetness of my perfume that it felt like we really were in paradise.
Never once did I think about hunger or thirst or time until the sun had suddenly set. Only it wasn’t exactly sudden. We’d talked the entire afternoon and evening. It was time to go back to the real world.
Pete stood and offered me his warm hand. He also offered me his hoodie, which I eagerly accepted and put on. The temperature was yet another thing I hadn’t paid attention to until I was already cold. We ambled over to the parking lot, the moon and stars acting as our celestial guides. At my car, we paused, both unwilling to let the night go. I moved my eyes over him, wishing I hadn’t let go of his hand so soon after I stood from the sand. He was tall but not too tall, the kind of height that was perfect for me to tiptoe up to for a smooch or be gracefully dipped in a dance. I could see both of those in our future.
The soft breeze lightly kissed my skin as Pete kissed my hands, quick and gentle.
“Parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say good night till it be morrow.”
I honestly giggled. “That’s supposed to be my line. Unless you would rather be Juliet.”
Pete put his hands on my hips, nearing his body to mine. “I’m going to miss you, Luce.”
Then he leaned down, his eyes watching my mouth before moving back up to my eyes. His hands continued sending tingles through me as I moved so close to his face, I could feel his warm breath on my skin. I gave the slightest nod then gently connected my lips to his.
Pete gave a whisper of a growl and slid a hand to my lower back, pressing me into him. I could feel his heat through his sweatshirt, which impressed me even more. I parted my lips just enough to feel a little bit of Pete inside me. This sparked a bolt of desire that burned all the way down to my toes.
Then we slowly released our hands from their tight grips on each other and pulled back.
“Where are you staying?” I asked in a hushed tone.
My arms were wrapped around his shoulders. The scent of his sexy cologne was all around me with his sweatshirt on. The only thing I wanted to do more than kiss him was hold on to him forever. “You have a campsite here?”
“Yes, and it’s not nearly close enough to you.” He smiled, but there was a sadness to it. “Do you have to leave so early tomorrow morning? We won’t head out until late afternoon.”
“Kenzie and I both have work stuff, or I wouldn’t even think of it.” The day before had been the last day of school, but there was never a break, it seemed. Summer school loomed already. “But we’ll see each other soon. Syracuse Falls is practically down the street from you. Besides, living in different towns is nothing to two people who really want to see each other.”
“Mmm, and I do,” he whispered, his face so close, I could almost feel his beard on my skin. “How about dinner tomorrow?”
“Like a date?”
“A date that destiny arranged.”
Oh my, how right he was. It felt like we were exactly where we were supposed to be.
“You want to date me?” I asked again, gently tightening my arms around him.
He gave a soft chuckle. “I want to date you. I want you to be my girlfriend. I want to spend all my time with you. What do you say?”
It was exactly the kind of speech I always wanted to hear. It was the thing I always dreamed of. Prince Charming falling for me as hard and as fast as I fell for him. It was the single most enthralling moment of my life.
“No,” I replied quietly.






  
  Chapter 2
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Lucy


Pete’s smile held, but his face scrunched up. “No?” He couldn’t hide the surprise in his voice. 
I was shocked, too, honestly. He gave me my dream. Just handed it to me on a silver platter. But I couldn’t accept it.
“Please understand,” I added. “I so desperately want to say yes. But I think we should take our time getting there.”
“Take our time getting to the date? Like doing things before we go to dinner?”
“Like getting to know each other better first.”
“Isn’t that what we did all day?”
“It is, and it was amazing. That’s why I think it would be best for us to start out as friends first.”
“So we’ll still see each other?”
“Yes, as friends. Not platonic ones,“ I felt the need to remind him. “It isn’t like we can’t flirt with each other. We just won’t officially date yet. Or kiss or do anything physical.”
He took a moment with his eyes closed before looking at me again. “How long?”
“Six months. Well, how about almost six months? Until the beginning of December.”
Pete let out a sharp breath. “I can’t say I completely understand.”
“But you’ll do this for me?”
He smiled again. “You bet. So I’m guessing that means, as my friend, you won’t want to come to my tent with me?”
“You’d be right.” Well, he was so wrong about that, but I’d resolved not to anyway.
“You mean I can’t. . .” He finished the rest of the sentence as a whisper in my ear.
My cheeks burned, while the rest of me tingled. I hadn’t expected dirty talk so soon. “I don’t think you’re supposed to speak to your friends like that.”
He stayed close to my ear, his breath soft on my skin. It was as fast as mine, too. “That’s a no?”
“For now.”
Pete moved back just a bit, and we made eye contact. “And later?”
I ignored the urge to bite my lower lip. “Just you try keeping me out of your bed when the time comes. Right now, though, I think it’s time to go.”
“One thing first.” He asked for my phone number.
I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten that part. There was no way I wanted to do what my bestie Gwenn once did to her boyfriend and make Pete find me without it. My other bestie Lourdes wouldn’t have even considered talking to Pete at all, I’m sure, so I was at least ahead of where she would be.
“You won’t change your mind?” he asked as I reached into my pocket for my keys.
I moved my eyes back up to look at his handsome face. “I want to. I really do, but it wouldn’t be right. Rushing into a relationship has only led to heartache for me. So has rushing into other things,” I added, before he mentioned anything about friends with benefits. “I hope you can understand that.”






  
  Chapter 3
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Pete


I understood. I did. I just wasn’t sure how I felt about it. Before I saw Lucy, I’d been on the beach with friends, including a couple women I had a good time flirting with—Drea in particular. That grilling contest was going to have heat coming from more than just the burning coals. We’d already gotten to a point, especially after our first competition in which she smacked my ass a few times, that if I’d just said to Drea, “Let’s go,” she would have met me in either tent, naked and ready. 
There was just something about Lucy as she watched me move closer to her on the beach before I said her name for the first time. Like she couldn’t wait to hear anything and everything I had to say. Considering she did just that the whole rest of the day, I thought it was a given that she’d love to go out with me. I thought she’d be as ready as Drea.
It was rare that I fell for a woman who didn’t want me back. Wanting me but not agreeing to date me? This was new territory.
“Good night, sweet Lucy,” I told her as she kissed my cheek.
She moved to take off my hoodie, presumably to give it back to me.
“Keep it,” I told her. “At least until we see each other again.”
“You leave me no choice,” she said with a grin.
I watched her get in her car and drive away, then I returned to my campsite, assuming I’d find my friends there.
“Where you been, man?” Alec asked once he saw me.
They all sat around a blazing campfire.
“And why are you back?” Miles asked before I had a chance to reply. “Did she turn you down?”
I hated that he knew this with every fiber of my being. I bristled at his words. “Not exactly,” I told him.
Miles laughed. “She turned him down,” he said to the rest of the group.
Corkie made some sympathetic sound. Drea looked smug. Miles kept laughing.
“It’s not like she told me no,” I lied. Well, it didn’t feel like a lie. “She wants us to get to know each other better before we date.”
“You hear that?” Miles said to the group. “Poor Petey Boy fell for that.”
“Did you not see them at the beach?” Corkie asked him. She looked over at me. “That woman had hearts in her eyes watching you. I think taking things slow is a good idea. Even if it is an odd concept for you.”
She was right. Never in my dating history had I ever been friends first with a woman for an extended period of time. Maybe a weekend at most. Like Drea. We’d only known each other a few days. We had mutual friends in both Alec and Corkie. I had actually been waiting for that grilling contest between Drea and me to take things further. Use it as foreplay, with all the innuendo we could handle. I knew Drea could take it.
However, I wasn’t sure how much Lucy could handle, or how much I could handle keeping my hands off her. I’d already stroked her hand and held it and kissed it. I’d kissed her incredibly soft, sweet mouth. I wanted to kiss her and hold her and stroke her everywhere else.
All that wasn’t to say I wasn’t capable of waiting. I knew I was. Well, I knew I was going to do my best and certainly not beg her for it.
“You’ll have her wrapped around your little finger soon enough,” Drea told me.
I hated the way she said this. I was a little cool without my sweatshirt, so I got up for a few moments and added a log to the fire before returning to my chair.
“Among other things,” Miles added with a laugh. “Or maybe not!”
“So, are you going to date anyone else while you get to know her?” Corkie asked.
I shook my head. “I don’t think so. This is really important to Lucy.”
Miles shook his head, too. “Giving up other women for one chick who isn’t even your girlfriend? Doesn’t make any sense. Why would you agree to that?”
What else was I supposed to do? I wanted to show her I wasn’t like the assholes she’d previously dated. I said as much to my friends.
Then Miles laughed and sent me a smirk. “Oh, but you are, Petey Boy. You just haven’t admitted it to yourself yet.”
I ignored him and grabbed a water out of the cooler next to me. “What did I miss while I was gone? Did Miles burn the burgers to a crisp again like last night?”
“If you’d cooked with me, that wouldn’t have happened,” Drea said in a sultry yet crisp tone.
If she and I had started that contest together, we never would have made it to the cooking part. I think she knew that, too, based on the way she looked at me with her sensuous, dark eyes. They contained a different kind of glow than the one Lucy’s had.
Miles put his hands up. “Blame last night on the shots of vodka, not on me.”
Drea and the other woman in the group, Tess—who worked with Miles, Alec, and me—both ignored Miles and kept their eyes on me. Tess was also Corkie’s friend, and enjoyed telling me how much she liked being able to see me both at work and play.
I guess it was play. She and I flirted, too, but never seriously. I was never interested in dating her or having any kind of relationship with her. Unlike Drea, Tess gave me a look with an expression that said maybe all that flirting between us was about to end.
“Hey!” Miles suddenly exclaimed.
I glanced over to see that he was eyeing me. “What?” I asked.
“When are you going to see that woman who will never sleep with you next?”
Drea laughed.
I shook my head. “You’re wrong, man. It’ll happen when Lucy’s ready.”
“Dude, she blew you off. Can’t you see that?” He was still laughing, but I knew he was serious.
Corkie asked him to fix the fire, as the log I’d added had fallen a bit to the side. Not enough that it needed fixing, but this was an easy thing to distract Miles with. He often acted like he was the king of fire. He acted like he was the king of a lot of things. And he didn’t let up.
“I don’t think she’s ever going to want you,” he said loudly.
“And I don’t think that’s any of our business,” Tess told him. Corkie and Alec agreed.
Despite reassurance and support from my friends, Miles was still getting under my skin. I hated both of us for it.
“She’ll want me,” I told him. “She already does.”
“Prove it,” he snapped back.
“How?” I was genuinely curious.
“I bet you can’t get her to sleep with you—and by sleep with, I do mean have sex with.”
Corkie took in an audible breath. Unlike her, Miles’s antics never surprised me.
“Did she give you a time frame?” Tess asked me.
“Six months. Nearly.”
“It’ll never happen,” Miles pushed.
“Forget it, man,” I told him. “I’m going to bed.”
My other friends said good night as I stood from my chair. I walked over to my tent across the way and crawled in, quickly zipping it behind me. Corkie somehow managed to get Miles to shut up, but his voice was still in my head, screwing with me.
I already liked Lucy more than I thought I would. The idea of only being friends with her for six months sucked, but the idea of pushing her and losing her from my life completely sucked even more.
I was going to be her friend. I was going to be the best damn not-platonic friend she ever had. She was worth it.






  
  Chapter 4

[image: image-placeholder]
Lucy


“Are you feeling okay?” 
“I’m fine, Kenz,” I told my sister.
“You sure? Because a gorgeous, kind, intelligent man asked you out, and you turned him down.”
“I didn’t turn him down.”
She raised an eyebrow at me.
“Okay, I did, but not in that exact way. It’s a ‘not right now’ answer, not a full-on no.”
“But it’s so not like you.”
This had me unsettled.
“Let’s get going,” I said. “I still have to psych myself up for summer school, and I’m not one hundred percent prepared.”
“Are you ever?”
“Yes, I am,” I replied quickly, not liking her snarky tone. Though she was just eight years older than me, Kenzie had always treated me like I was still a kid and she was the only adult.
I zipped my large white-and-yellow-striped bag and carried it out with my sunny yellow suitcase to my car. I’d already loaded up my toiletry bag, my purse, and the picnic basket I took on every trip to the lake, whether I planned on using it or not. Kenzie had packed up her stuff before breakfast. Our friends had already left, but since they grew up on a farm—or still ran one, in Trevor’s case—they were used to super-early hours.
The sun was barely up. It was surprisingly muggy and warm. I wondered how Pete slept last night and if his dreams were as full of me as mine were of him.
“Back to the ho-hum,” Kenzie said after locking the cabin’s front door. We’d already secured the back door. I watched the wind blow around her long blonde hair. She shoved it all into a high ponytail before asking, “How well do you think Pete will fit in with your everyday life?”
“As they say, only time will tell. But I hope it’s a perfect fit.”
She gave me a smile. “Me too, sis.”
We walked the short distance to my car and climbed in. Our patch of land was so small that, even though my car was up by the cabin, near the lake, the car was also practically on the curve of the road already. It was the type of lot that would have been bought out for pennies by rich people years ago, along with the neighbors’ houses, and torn down to make room for a ten-bedroom, five-bathroom monstrosity that would have completely destroyed the quaintness of the area. It was one of a few holdouts whose owners never thought of all those dollar signs, though my parents had sold off plenty of side acreage in the past when in need of money.
Even though I knew the cabin was still only worth pennies, relatively speaking, I couldn’t care less about that.
I was so grateful my parents had chosen to hold on to this property they no longer had a use for. My brother barely had a use for it, either. But my and Kenzie’s love of the place was enough for our mom and dad to keep it, and that warmed my heart.
Though I obviously stayed alert while driving and chatting with my sister on the way back to our town, I easily could have closed my eyes and known exactly where the turns and stops were. The drive was practically second nature to me. Only construction detours threw me off course.
I couldn’t help thinking that every mile farther down the road was a mile farther away from Pete. Of course, this was a little ridiculous since Pete told me he lived in Syracuse, which meant he’d have to drive closer to Syracuse Falls and to me anyway, instead of staying by the lake. I just felt like I was missing something during that drive.
Well, I was. I missed Pete.
All I could do was hope that he missed me, too.
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Pete


I forcefully ran a hand through my hair. I couldn’t listen to him say it one more time. 
“Babe, stop messing with Pete,” Corkie said as they took their tent down. She was busy folding the top tarp.
“I’m not messing with him. The guy acts like he’s some kind of a Lothario, but now we know it’s a lie.” Miles turned to me again. “You choked, Petey Boy. It’s okay to admit that.”
I tossed my tent poles into the trunk of my car before facing him. “I didn’t choke.” I kept my voice calm and smooth, but inside, I was stiff and growing warmer. I’d wanted to chuck those damn poles through the window just to release some of the tension building up in my body.
“What would you call it?” Miles pushed some more.
“Respecting her wishes?” Corkie offered.
“Bullshit.” He turned to her. “If she really wanted him, she wouldn’t make him wait. You didn’t make me wait. Drea wasn’t going to make you wait,” he added to me.
I didn’t think we needed to drag Drea into this, especially after seeing her smug, silent expression as she loaded her bag into Corkie’s trunk. Then Miles said yet again how I’d choked.
I snapped.
“Lucy will be mine soon, and so will your money,” I told him as suavely as possible.
I could see Corkie stop what she was doing, her arms immediately hanging at her sides as she stared at me. Unable to resist, I looked over in Drea’s direction. She scowled at me and kept packing up her stuff.
“You’re on, Petey Boy!” Miles said with glee as he came over and grabbed my hand to shake it.
“You sure about that, Pete?” Alec asked, his tent and bag already loaded into my car.
“Yes, he’s sure,” Miles answered for me then let my hand go.
Except that wasn’t my answer.
I was only sure that I’d completely and absolutely messed up. That, and there was no getting out of it, as far as Miles was concerned. He’d never let me back out.
What the hell did I do? I couldn’t breathe, even with that stupid, phony grin plastered on my face. I’d screwed up so, so freaking much. There was no way else to look at it.
“Just tell him you changed your mind,” Alec said later as we drove to his apartment in Syracuse. I was dropping him off before heading to my house.
“Right. Because Miles is so reasonable.”
“You know he’s going to make your life hell about this.”
I knew it. That’s why I knew I could never let Lucy meet Miles again. There was no predicting what he’d say or when.
Alec must have been thinking the same thing, because then he said, “You can’t let them hang out together.”
“I would never. Certainly not now.”
“So what are you going to do? How are you going to explain to her why she can’t meet some of your friends? She already saw them at the beach.”
That was a good question, one I didn’t have an answer for.
When I got home, after dropping Alec off, I decided to text Lucy. Since her sister had to be at work, I assumed Lucy would be home. I wasn’t sure exactly where home was except somewhere in Syracuse Falls. I doubted I’d ever gone to Syracuse Falls except to drive through it on my way somewhere else. It was some tiny little village that never meant much to me. Before Lucy.
She didn’t text me back. I found myself missing her already. That was new. I never missed the women I’d just met. I did all I could to make them miss me, not the other way around. The most I felt was a physical craving, but never anything emotional. Lucy had brought a lot of new things into my life, and I smiled, liking her more for it.
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Lucy


At home, after dropping off Kenzie at her house, I carried in my luggage but decided against unpacking. None of it had to be put away immediately. We’d packed what leftover foods we could in the freezer since our brother Dominic mentioned wanting to stay at the cabin next weekend. He hadn’t stayed there as an adult in more than five years, so we wanted him to at least not have to worry about much while he was there. Kenzie kept all the food that couldn’t be frozen, since I didn’t want any of it. She was probably already at our parents’ house picking up her daughter Hayzel. 
I sat outside on my patio chair next to my tiny glass table, working through the lesson planning I needed to go over to help prepare myself for teaching the upcoming summer school sessions.
This wasn’t the first time I was going to teach summer school, yet I felt immense pressure because of it. Because I worked in a tiny school district, I at least got to teach in my own classroom and didn’t have to come up with a list of supplies I needed to haul with me, but this didn’t help the unease.
By the time late afternoon rolled around, I was even more frazzled from the last-minute choice I made to use a different hands-on activity with the puzzle-like pieces I had for the comparing fractions portion. I scrambled to find my packet of paper lunch baggies. I searched all the supplies I kept at home, including those in my bedroom, hall closet, and kitchen. Even in doing so, a thought kept nagging at me that I left the packages in my classroom. I had no choice but to go get them in order to finish the preparations.
Before leaving, I pulled out my phone, remembering I’d wanted to tell Pete I was home, but it was off. Once the phone powered up, I saw I missed a text from him.
Thinking of you

Thinking of you, too. Hope you slept well.


I had to stop myself from babbling on with things like how much I missed him and liked him and couldn’t wait to see him again. Flirting was allowed, but I didn’t want to scare him off.
When he didn’t reply right away, I walked to my car to leave. I couldn’t spend all day texting with him. There were still other things needing my attention. Lourdes and Gwenn would be super proud of me for putting my work ahead of a man, I knew.
I was just pulling into the elementary school parking lot when my mom called.
“Kenzie and Hayzel are still here, and Dominic’s coming here in a little while, so we thought it would be nice if we all had dinner together,” she said.
“Oh, I’d like to, but I’m at school right now. Not quite where I’d like to be in my summer school preparations.”
“Honey, you have some time until it starts. Give yourself a break.”
Which sounded great except for the fact that both my siblings would harass me about not being ready ahead of time. “Can we do family dinner tomorrow night?”
“Of course, sweetie. I think your brother should be able to finish his work in time for dinner. He’s starting a new build this week. A four-bedroom over on Azalea.” Pride seeped into every word she said about my brother and his construction company, but she did the same about me and also Kenzie. Not one of us was ever a disappointment to her, as far as jobs were concerned. “Don’t spend all day working on your lessons. Remember, you’ve earned this hiatus.”
Mom knew all about how important summer break was for teachers since she was married to my dad, though he liked to teach summer sessions more often than not. Obviously, I hated that as a kid but definitely saw the appeal as an adult with bills to pay. I also never let it keep me from the best place on Earth.
After fetching the paper bags and also a few other things, I returned home. My mom was right. I had earned a break. Instead of jumping back into work, I texted Gwenn.
How’s the new assistant working out?

I can see why it’s taken me so long to find a good one. I don’t think she’s going to be around much longer.


This wasn’t good news. Gwenn was a real estate broker running her own tiny brokerage. Without someone to help her, she had to be in charge of not only all the legwork for clients but also open houses and social media and anything else essential to effectively running her business.
You can’t keep doing everything on your own. You did that for months and almost completely burned out because of it.

What choice do I have? Unless you know of an awesome assistant you can recommend.

I wish. Sorry.


I added a sad-face emoji. It sucked seeing my friend struggle after so much misfortune in her life, most recently a horrifying plane crash she and her now-boyfriend Rhett survived.
Already finished your end of the year stuff?

Naturally : )

Never doubted you for a moment. Summer school prep all ready?

Not yet, but you know me. I’ll still find things I want to change even after the session begins.


I was keeping track of all I needed to do in my planner. I had sections for everything: school, personal events like dinners, parties, and the like—even town meetings. My planner not only had what I needed for summer school sessions, it also had reminders for when I needed to look at this year’s class roster and make name tags, a seating chart, and a cute birthday chart. I preferred my lesson plans on paper as well, though the official plans were electronic.
Not everything can be perfect.

Says the woman who has been trying to find Perfect Assistant 2.0 ever since Taytum left.

I think your students will be out of high school before that happens, based on the interview candidates I’ve seen. But Rhett just got here. TTYL


I told her to say hi to her boyfriend for me. It must have been difficult for them to live apart, with Gwenn in Syracuse and Rhett in Auburn. Pete was practically in the next town to me. It felt like a million miles. I already wanted to drive into the city to see him, and it hadn’t even been twenty-four hours. I didn’t even know when I’d get to see him again.
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Pete


Monday morning meetings. 
I hated Monday morning meetings, especially the early ones. It usually involved customers full of desperation and begging for hope I couldn’t give them. Even though I knew waiting over the weekend was probably not easy to do, I also knew starting the beginning of a new week this way wasn’t any sort of relief for them.
Working in the mortgage department had always terrified me, and yet it was the best move for my career. Not so much for my emotional state during the workday.
“Kerrick, Nadine,” I said to the Larkins as they sat across from me at my desk. They were in their mid-fifties, I knew thanks to the information in their file, though Kerrick looked a few years older than he was. “I want this to work out. When I was assigned to your account—”
“After Lewis retired,” Nadine reminded me. Her tone had me questioning whether she blamed me for this.
“Yes. After Lewis retired, I—”
“And after that bank bought out ours, with no warning.”
Except I was here at this bank before the merger. I couldn’t say this, however. Nadine was on a roll, and I wasn’t about to do anything to add to her annoyance with me.
“There was plenty more than a little warning, Naye, and it didn’t affect us as much as you think it did,” Kerrick said.
“How didn’t it? I’d like to know, because—”
Her husband interrupted her
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