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    To Tina,
Thanks for letting me steal your last name for Libby. And thanks for sharing your home, making me lots of tea and bouncing ideas for this series. I wish we lived closer. I miss our writing sprints.
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​

​Paul sipped the shiraz and suppressed a grimace. Why had he ordered an entire bottle? He hated wine. To impress Libby, of course. Just like the three bunches of Valentine’s roses he’d presented when he’d picked her up—one for her, one for her daughter, one for her mum. 

​Libby laughed. “Why did you order wine?” She hadn’t touched her glass. 

​Paul’s cheeks warmed. “I, uh... wanted dinner to be special.” 

​The server appeared. “Veal?” 

​Thank goodness for the interruption. “Yes, thanks.”

​She slid the plate of meat and vegetables in front of him. “And the pasta?”

​“That’s mine. And could we please order another couple of drinks?”

​“Of course.” The server gave Libby her meal.

​“Two pale ales and the wine lid, if you can find it.”

​Man, he loved this woman. Had it really only been four months since he’d met her? He felt like he’d known her his whole life.

​The server returned with their drinks and placed the screw cap on the table between them. Libby and Paul both reached for the lid. As her hands brushed his, Paul’s breath caught. 

​Libby raised her ale. “To us.” 

​Three little words swelled inside him. Not now. After dinner, when they had some privacy. Clinking his glass to hers, Paul let three other words out, instead.“Happy Valentine’s Day.” 

​They both ate, conversation flowing easily between mouthfuls.

​“How did your gig go on the weekend?” Libby asked.

​“Yeah, good. We kept the dance floor full all night, though the quality of dancing dropped off.”

​Libby raised her eyebrows.

​Paul shrugged. “Open bar, what else would you expect?”

​“Chloe begged me all Saturday to take her to see you play. Didn’t matter how many times I explained you were at a private party and it wasn’t appropriate for us to go. She insisted that,”—Libby mimicked her daughter’s cutesy voice—“Sir Paul doesn’t sing swear words. Either does Rick and Billy. They are pro-pee-ate.” Libby shook her head and smiled. “Yep, she still thinks Jodie’s name is Billy.”

​Paul played double bass in a rockabilly band, along with Jodie on drums, and Rick on lead guitar and lead vocals. It was Rick’s band, so he’d named it after himself. The Rick-a-billy trio. The play-on-words was far beyond the comprehension of a five-year-old girl.

​Paul chuckled. “It definitely wasn’t the place for a five-year-old. Speaking of the little princess, how did your dinner with Daniel go on Friday night? Is he happy to negotiate his days?” 

​He’d been trying to get Libby to come to a dance lesson since they’d met. She hadn’t wanted to start so late in the term last year, at least that was the excuse she made. This year, her daughter was the reason. Libby’s mother was busy on Monday nights so couldn’t babysit. Libby had been reluctant to ask her ex-husband to pick up the slack but Paul’s persistent encouragement had empowered her to ask for what she wanted. That’s how he imagined it, anyway.

​“He said he’d love to keep her for an extra day on his weekends but he was worried that having her every Monday night would upset her routine too much. We agreed to trial an extra night every second weekend for a few months and go from there.”

​Paul stuffed down his disappointment.“That’s fair enough.” As much as he wanted Libby to himself all the time, he respected that her daughter’s welfare would always be her priority. That was one reason he loved her. And if he was honest with himself, he’d fallen in love with her daughter, too.

​Paul laid his cutlery across his plate. “Want dessert?” He hoped she’d say no. Not because of the money. A slice of cake wouldn’t put a dent in his savings. He just wanted to get out of there. Go somewhere quieter. More private.

​“Nah. I’m stuffed.” Libby dabbed at the corner of her mouth with a napkin. “That was so yummy. I think we’ve found our favourite restaurant. Next time we come to Marcello’s, I’ll skip the entrée. The dessert menu looked amazing.”

​“Sounds like a plan.” Paul picked up the brand new wallet that Libby had given him just after they’d placed their orders that evening. He ran his finger over the
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