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CHAPTER one
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Arthur James stood shoulder-to-shoulder with the rest of the James clan, the winter sun glinting off the cameras as Romi held court with the reporters. She looked impossibly calm, her dark hair catching the light, her hands painting the air with confident arcs as she explained the vision behind Andromeda’s. The crowd leaned in as if she were unveiling a new galaxy rather than a bookstore.

Arthur nudged Theo with his elbow. “You must be bursting at the seams.”

Theo didn’t even try to hide it. His grin stretched so wide it practically wrapped around his head. “She’s amazing.” His gaze drifted back to Romi, softening. “Look at her. She’s got the media eating out of her hand.”

Arthur followed his brother’s line of sight. Romi laughed at something a reporter said, and the whole group laughed with her. “Yep,” Arthur murmured, “she’s a James, all right.”

Their parents drifted over, Thomas straightening his coat like he was preparing to give a speech of his own. “I think Andromeda’s will be a tremendous success,” he declared, pride puffing his chest. “She’s created an environment every parent in the city wants to experience.”

Theo nodded. “The sensory-friendly space was genius. Moms can actually bring their kids to story time without worrying.”

Lenora clasped her hands together. “She will do beautifully. Theodore, I’m so glad you’re happy. Andromeda is a wonderful addition to the family.”

Madison slid between her brothers like a mischievous cat. “Who knew all it took was Theo running off to Cedar Falls?”

Theo groaned. “I didn’t run off—”

“You absolutely ran off,” Madison sang, kissing his cheek. “But we forgive you.” She glanced toward Romi, her smile softening. “It’s nice having another girl around.”

The reporters finally dispersed, and Madison whispered, “Oh, here she comes.”

Romi exhaled like she’d been holding her breath for an hour. “Thank goodness 

that’s over. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to reporters.” She stepped into Theo’s side, and he wrapped an arm around her automatically, like muscle memory. “I just wish Clara was here. She said she had a big scoop and couldn’t make it.”

Thomas beamed. “You were terrific. And you wear the James name well.”

“Thank you, Mr. James.” Romi’s brows pinched, the first crack in her polished exterior. “I won’t let the family down.”

Thomas leaned in and kissed her cheek. “No more of that ‘Mr. James’ business. Call me Father.”

Romi blinked, stunned. “Oh.”

Thomas softened. “I know it’s soon after your father’s passing, but we’ve come to love you dearly.”

Lenora swept Romi into a warm, motherly hug. “And if you’re comfortable, you may call me Mother.”

Romi pulled back, eyes glossy. “I... I don’t know what to say.”

Theo stepped in gently. “Mother, Father—can I steal my wife for a moment?”

Lenora nodded. “Of course, darling. Dinner tonight?”

“We’ll be there.” Theo laced his fingers with Romi’s and guided her toward a quiet corner of the parking lot.

Arthur watched them go, the two of them silhouetted against the afternoon sun, heads bent together like they were sharing a secret. 

Madison followed his gaze. “They look disgustingly happy,” she said.

“They do,” Arthur admitted.

Madison’s eyes narrowed with sisterly mischief. “Your turn next.”

Arthur made a face like she’d offered him spoiled milk. “Or yours.”

“Oh, please. You’re going to fall just as hard as Theo did. Probably harder.”

Their parents drifted away, leaving the two siblings alone. Arthur’s gaze lingered on Theo and Romi again—her laugh floating across the lot, Theo leaning in like he couldn’t get enough of her. Something tugged in Arthur’s chest, unexpected and unwelcome.

Someone to love. Someone who loved him back.

Arthur shoved his hands into his pockets. “Yeah, well... who knows.” 

Madison caught it instantly. Of course she did. “Oh no,” she said, pointing at him like she’d just solved a crime. “You’re getting that look.”

“What look?”

“The look of a man who’s about to get hit by Cupid’s bus.”

Arthur made a face. “Cupid doesn’t drive a bus.”

“He does for you.”

He groaned. “Please stop.”

Madison only grinned wider. “I’m just saying... it’s your turn.”

“Or yours,” he shot back with more vigor.

She gasped dramatically. “Me? Settle down? Absolutely not. I’m the fun one.”

Arthur snorted. “You’re the chaotic one.”

“Same thing.”

Their parents waved goodbye and headed to the car, leaving the siblings alone in the parking lot. The winter air nipped at Arthur’s collar, but the quiet made his thoughts louder. Madison nudged him with her shoulder.

“Penny for your thoughts.”

He shook his head. “It’s nothing.”

“Arthur.” She crossed her arms, the universal James-family signal for I’m not dropping this. “Spill.” 

He hesitated, then exhaled. “Do you think Theo and Romi rushed into things? They 

barely knew each other before they got married.”

Madison softened. “Maybe. But it worked for them. People find each other at the right time, not the right schedule.” She paused, then added with a sly grin, “And if I remember correctly, you liked Romi when you first met her.”

Arthur’s ears went hot. “Not my finest moment.”

“Relax. You did the right thing. But honestly? I thought you’d end up with Clara.”

Clara. Her name hit him like a pebble tossed into still water—small, but the ripples spread fast. He hadn’t thought about her in weeks. Or maybe he had, in the quiet moments he didn’t admit to.

“We just had fun in Cedar Falls,” he said, trying to sound casual. “We’re from different worlds.”

Madison raised a brow. “Theo and Romi made it work.”

He blinked. “Huh. I never thought of that.”

“Well, don’t think too hard. She’s in Rivertown, and you’re back in classes.” Madison patted his back, then headed for her car. “Guess you’ll never know.”

Arthur watched her drive off, the taillights fading into the afternoon. He stood alone in the parking lot, keys cold in his hand, wondering why the world suddenly felt too big and too small at the same time.

Unless Clara magically appeared out of thin air, she’d stay tucked in the memory of that strange, wonderful Cedar Falls summer.

Arthur slid into his car, started the engine, and took the long way home. 

***
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THEO AND ROMI PULLED into the James Estate just as the sky shifted to a soft gold. The house looked warm and inviting, like it knew a celebration was brewing. Romi barely had time to unbuckle before her phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen. “It’s Clara.”

Theo grinned. “Well, don’t just stare at it. Answer.”

Romi tapped the speaker. “Hello?”

“Romi!” Clara practically shouted. “I just wanted to tell you how proud I am of your new bookstore!”

Romi’s face lit up. “Thank you! I wish you’d been there. It felt like something was missing.”

“Well, funny you say that,” Clara said, excitement bubbling through the phone. “The Rivertown Gazette wants to do a story on your store. A whole feature. And since you’re my best friend...”

“You got the assignment,” Romi finished, eyes wide.

“Deadline’s Monday,” Clara groaned. “I wanted to see the store in person, but I don’t think I can make it in time. Could you just send pictures?”

Theo leaned over the console. “Clara! It’s Theo.”

“Hi, Theo!”

“You should come here,” Theo said, as if it were the simplest thing in the world. “Stay with us.”

Clara sputtered. “I couldn’t impose—”

“My parents would love it,” Theo insisted. “Stay at the estate.”

Romi whipped her head toward him. “Really?”

Theo cupped her cheek. “Of course. We’ll ask them at dinner.”

Clara hesitated. “Only if you’re sure.”

“You’re like family,” Theo said. “They won’t mind.”

Romi squeezed his hand, mouthing thank you. She lifted the phone. “Let us know what time you’ll arrive tomorrow. We usually have Sunday dinner with the parents.”

Theo leaned in again. “Three o’clock!”

Clara squealed. “This is too much!”

Romi laughed. “See you tomorrow. It’ll be fun.”

“Bye, you two!”

The call ended, and Romi let out a delighted squeal of her own. Theo kissed her knuckles. “Come on, Princess. Mother and Father are waiting.”

Inside, Arthur and Madison were mid-bicker—classic sibling stance, arms folded, eyebrows sharpened—when Theo and Romi stepped through the door. Romi practically floated, her excitement so bright it could’ve powered the estate for a week.

Madison spotted her and instantly switched from annoying sister mode to delighted hostess. “Have you told them yet?”

Arthur shot her a warning look that could’ve melted steel. “Not now, Maddie.” Then, with a smile so forced it squeaked, he turned to Romi. “What’s going on?”

Romi pointed between the two siblings. “I could ask the same thing. You both looked like you were about to arm-wrestle for dominance.”

Madison waved her off. “Just a difference of opinion. Nothing new.”

Romi shrugged—still learning the language of siblings—and followed everyone toward the dining room.

Theo nudged her. “Tell them about the call.”

“Now?” she whispered.

Madison leaned in. “Don’t torture us. Spill.”

Romi clasped her hands together. “Clara’s coming tomorrow! The Rivertown Gazette wants her to do a story on the bookstore.”

Theo added, “They want pictures and everything.”

Arthur froze. Clara. Here. In Harrisburg. His pulse kicked up like someone had hit a fast-forward button. Before he could process the sudden rush of adrenaline, their parents entered.

Lenora kissed Romi’s cheek, hugged Theo, and asked, “What’s all the excitement?”

Romi beamed. “Clara’s paper wants to feature Andromeda’s. She’s coming tomorrow.”

Thomas’s eyes sparkled with pride as they all took their seats. The table was set like a magazine spread—prime rib, roasted vegetables, rolls that glistened with butter. “Of course they want to feature it. Your design is remarkable. Do you know the angle they’re taking?”

Romi shook her head. “I’m still shocked anyone outside Cedar Falls cares about my store.”

Madison nudged her. “Don’t sell yourself short. You kept your father’s bookstore alive. You’re a natural.”

Theo reached for Romi’s hand under the table, grounding her. “She’s right.” Then he cleared his throat. “Mother, Clara needs a place to stay while she works on the story. I told her she could stay here.”

Lenora lit up. “Wonderful! You and Andromeda should stay here with her. I’d love to meet Clara. We’ll make something special for dinner tomorrow.”

Romi exhaled, relieved. “Thank you. I didn’t want to impose.”

Arthur leaned back, trying to look casual while his heart thudded like a drumline. “Why don’t we order take-out tomorrow?”

Madison shot him a look. “Aren’t you supposed to go back to campus?”

Arthur waved her off. “I’ve got it handled.”

Thomas turned to him. “Son, what are you taking this semester?”

Arthur took a long sip of water—stalling. “I don’t want to bore anyone.”

Romi leaned forward. “Arthur, please stay. I’m sure Clara would love to see you again. Madison, you too. It’ll be just like before I left Cedar Falls.”

Madison caught Arthur’s eye, her expression shifting into I know exactly what’s happening and I’m going to enjoy every second of it. “I’ll be here. I’d love to see her.”

Arthur swallowed. Tomorrow suddenly felt very close. 

After dinner, Theo and Romi headed out, Romi already texting Clara the estate address. Thomas and Lenora excused themselves soon after, leaving the siblings alone in the quiet dining room.

Madison gathered her things. “I haven’t seen Romi this nervous in a while.”

Arthur leaned against the table. “She was nervous this morning with the reporters.”

Madison smacked his arm lightly. “You know what I mean.”

He chuckled. “She’ll be fine. She’s a natural. Cedar Falls was small. Harrisburg is... well, Harrisburg. She’s dazzling the whole city.”

Madison’s expression softened into something thoughtful. “I wonder what things will be like after Clara’s story runs.”

Arthur frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Romi’s gone through so much since June. And the James name... it draws attention. Good and bad. I just hope she doesn’t get caught in any of the bad.”

Arthur walked her to her car. “Should we warn Theo? Just in case?”

Madison shook her head. “Theo’s already on high alert when it comes to his Princess.”

Arthur laughed. “True.”

“And honestly,” Madison added, opening her car door, “no one would survive if they tried to hurt her.”

Arthur blinked. “Whoa. How did we get here? We sound like we’re predicting doom.”

Madison shrugged. “There are crazy people out there. Being cautious isn’t a bad thing.”

Arthur stepped back as she climbed in. “Drive safe. See you tomorrow.”

“Bye,” she said, pulling away.

Arthur watched her taillights fade, then wandered back inside. The house felt too big,

too quiet. He sank into a chair, rubbing his forehead. “I hope everything turns out okay.”

***
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JASON STEELE SAT HUNCHED in the hotel lobby like a man whose dreams had been wrung out and left to dry. The bitter lobby coffee wasn’t helping. He flipped through the classifieds with the desperation of someone hoping a miracle might be hiding between the lines.

Then a familiar voice drifted from the lobby TV.

“I am thrilled to have this opportunity to open Andromeda’s Bookstore...”

Jason’s head snapped up. There she was—Romi—smiling confidently at the camera,

the store glowing behind her like a promise fulfilled.

The world tilted. “That’s it!” he blurted, startling the attendant behind the counter. He waved an apology, then muttered to himself, “She’ll help me. She has to.”

Hope—wild, reckless, and probably ill-advised—flooded his chest. He tossed his coffee cup, bolted for the elevator, and headed to his room to plan. He had maybe a week of cash left. Cedar Falls wasn’t an option. But Romi? Romi might be.

He would find out for sure tomorrow.

***
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AS THE DAY DAWNED, Arthur tossed and turned like a man trying to sleep on a bed made of thoughts. When he finally dragged himself out of bed at ten-thirty, he felt like he’d been run over by a proverbial freight train.

A hot shower didn’t help. Pacing didn’t help. Overthinking certainly didn’t help. Finally, he caved and texted Theo. “Hey, big brother. What’s happening this morning?” 

Theo replied, “Not much. Romi left about thirty minutes ago to meet Clara at the bookstore. Why, what’s the matter?” 

“Nothing’s wrong. Can’t a guy check on his brother?” 

“Since when? You aren’t the chatty type. You’re thinking about Clara.” 

“I am not.” 

“IF you say so.” Theo paused to send the landing blow. “Want to meet us at the store? Romi’s having lunch with her at noon.” 

“Noon?”  Arthur stared at the screen, heart thumping. Noon suddenly felt like a deadline. 

“Noon.”

***
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CLARA’S JAW DROPPED as she pulled into the parking lot of Andromeda’s Bookstore. The place looked like something out of a magazine—sleek, warm, whimsical. If Romi’s car hadn’t been parked out front, Clara might’ve thought she’d typed the wrong address. She hurried inside, waving through the glass like an excited windmill.

Romi emerged from the storeroom, saw her, and practically sprinted to the door. “Clara!” She threw her arms around her in a hug so tight Clara squeaked.

“Air,” Clara croaked. “I need air.”

Romi released her, laughing. “Sorry! I’m just so happy you’re here.”

Clara set her bag on the counter and spun slowly, taking in the space. “Romi... this 

is incredible.”

Romi’s smile softened into something almost shy. “You really think so?”

“Are you kidding? This place is a dream.”

Romi looped her arm through Clara’s. “Sometimes I still can’t believe it’s real.”

Clara leaned in. “So... what’s it like being part of the James family?”

Romi blinked. “What do you mean?”

“Romi, they run the biggest banking firm in Harrisburg. Theo’s dad must have enemies.”

Romi paused, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. “I... never thought about that.”

Clara squeezed her arm. “Which is why I’m here. Now show me everything.”

Unbeknownst to the girls, Jason sat in his car outside the store, psyching himself up.

Asking for a job wasn’t exactly glamorous, but desperation had a way of stripping pride

down to the studs.

He spotted Mr. Alexander’s car and took it as a sign. He smoothed his shirt, inhaled deeply, and walked to the door.

Inside, Romi and Clara heard the rattle of the handle.

“Expecting anyone?” Clara whispered.

“Just you.” Romi stepped forward cautiously, then froze when she saw the face through the glass. “Jason?” She unlocked the door.

Jason stepped in, looking like a man who’d been through a blender. “Romi! I 

didn’t know you left Cedar Falls.”

“My life there feels like ages ago,” she said gently. “And... I’m married now.”

Clara joined them. “Jason! What are you doing here?”

“Long story short?” Jason grimaced. “The big city didn’t like my humor.”

Romi groaned. “Please tell me you didn’t use the sarcasm persona.”

Clara slapped her forehead. “We warned you!”

“I should’ve listened.” Jason said as he slumped into a chair. He looked up at Romi, hopeful. “Any chance I can work here? Just like old times?”

“I’m fully staffed.”

Clara tried to soften the blow. “It can’t be that bad.”

“I’m sure your folks would be glad to have you back,” Romi said, her expression hopeful.

Jason shook his head. “I can’t go back to Cedar Falls.”

Romi sighed. “If your number’s the same, I’ll text you if something opens.”

Just then, the lyre on the door strummed. Theo and Arthur walked in together—Theo with purpose, Arthur with nerves he tried to hide.

Romi lit up. “Theo! Arthur! What are you doing here?”

Theo kissed her head. “Wanted to see what Clara thinks of the place.”

Clara waved. “Hey, Theo. Hi, Arthur.”

Arthur nodded—then spotted Jason. His posture stiffened. “Who’s this?”

Romi gestured. “This is Jason Steele.”

Theo’s expression shifted instantly. “The Jason from Cedar Falls?”

“Sorry. I worked with Romi and Clara.” Jason stood and extended a hand. 

Arthur crossed his arms. “How did you find her?”

“Saw her on TV.” Jason swallowed, intimidated by the unexpected presence of Theo and Arthur

Clara added, “He needs a job.”

Romi shook her head. “I told him I’m fully staffed.”

Jason stepped closer. “I’d do anything. Even janitorial work.”

Theo narrowed his eyes, assessing Jason further, then checked his watch. “Princess, that’s your call. But we need to get back to the estate.”

Jason took the hint. “Romi, my number’s the same.”

“I’ll text you,” she promised.

Jason nodded and slipped past the brothers, out the door.

“He doesn’t look anything like I imagined,” Theo said as he watched him leave.

Clara shrugged. “His big-city adventure didn’t go as well as Romi’s.”

Arthur turned to Clara. “Did you get your scoop?”

Clara grinned. “Oh, I got enough to blow the readers’ hair back.”

***
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LUNCH AT THE JAMES Estate felt like something out of a magazine, and Clara would know. As she sat between Romi and Madison, her camera bag tucked at her feet, her eyes kept glancing at it like it might leap up, telling her she had a job to do.

Thomas carved into his meal with the precision of a man who’d chaired a thousand board meetings. “So, Clara,” he said, “why exactly does The Rivertown Gazette want to do a story on our Andromeda?”

Clara dabbed her mouth with her napkin, suddenly shy. “Honestly? My boss realized Romi was from Cedar Falls and wanted a ‘small-town girl makes it in the big city’ story.”

Arthur leaned forward, elbows on the table before he remembered his manners and pulled them back. “And since you know everything about Romi...”

Clara finished with a small smile, “...my boss assigned me to write it.”

Lenora tilted her head. “But you’re a photographer, dear.”

“That’s right, Mrs. James.” Clara traced the embroidered pattern on the tablecloth, her voice softening. “They let me write this one because they know I’m... unhappy there.”

Romi’s fork paused mid-air. “Unhappy? I thought you loved it.”

Clara shrugged, the movement small and tired. “I did. At first. But I just don’t fit in.”

Theo leaned back, sympathy etched across his face. “I’m sorry, Clara. What will you do next?”

Clara let out a breath that sounded like she’d been holding it for months. “I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

Arthur spoke before he could stop himself. “You could always relocate here.”

Clara’s eyes widened, startled. “What would I even do here? Romi said she’s fully staffed.”

Madison, who’d been unusually quiet, perked up. “Maybe Father can put out feelers for a photographer position.”

“I couldn’t ask that.” Clara shook her head quickly. 

Arthur slid his glass across the table, the movement slow and thoughtful. “I get what 

you mean about not fitting in.”

Thomas’s chair creaked as he straightened, his tone flattening. “Not this again.”

Lenora placed a calming hand on his arm. “Dear...”

“He’s going to finish law school,” Thomas said firmly. “I’m paying good money for his education, so he’s going back.”

Arthur’s jaw tightened. “Thank you, Father.”

“This discussion is over.” Thomas stood, smoothing his jacket. Then, with a gentler

tone directed at Clara, he added, “Make yourself at home. Enjoy writing your story.”

Clara nodded. “Thank you, Mr. James.”

The dining room felt different the moment Thomas’s footsteps faded down the hall—lighter in some ways, heavier in others. The kind of silence that settles after a storm, when everyone’s pretending the air doesn’t still crackle.

Clara smoothed the napkin in her lap, her cheeks still pink from being addressed so formally. Romi reached over and squeezed her hand.

“Don’t mind him,” Romi whispered. “He’s... very proud of his sons.”

Arthur let out a humorless laugh. “As long as you do what he says.”

Lenora shot him a gentle look, the kind that said I see you, even if your father doesn’t always

say the right thing. “Your father means well,” she murmured. “He just worries.”

Arthur didn’t answer. His jaw worked, but no words came out. 

Clara watched him, something soft flickering in her eyes—recognition, maybe. Or understanding. Or the quiet realization that she wasn’t the only one who felt out of place in the world she’d chosen.

Madison broke the tension with a bright clap of her hands. “Well! That was... something. Who wants dessert?”

Romi laughed, grateful for the shift. “Only if it’s chocolate.”

“It’s always chocolate,” Madison said, already heading toward the kitchen.

Theo leaned back in his chair, stretching an arm behind Romi’s chair. “Clara, seriously—make yourself at home. You’re family here.”

Clara’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. “Thank you. Really.”

Arthur watched her as she spoke, the way she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, the way her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. Something tugged at him—familiar, unwelcome, and impossible to ignore.

Romi caught the look. Her eyebrows lifted in a way that said oh? interesting. Arthur pretended not to notice.

Madison returned with a tray of desserts, setting plates in front of everyone. “Okay, Clara. Tomorrow we’re giving you the full James family experience.”

Clara laughed. “Should I be scared?”

“Yes,” Arthur said dryly.

“No,” Romi said at the same time.

Theo grinned. “Depends on the hour.”

Lenora patted Clara’s hand. “You’ll be just fine, dear.”

Clara smiled, and for the first time since she’d arrived, it reached her eyes.

Arthur looked away quickly, stabbing a piece of cake like it had personally offended him.

Tomorrow was going to be... something.
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CHAPTER two
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Arthur James slumped into the back row of the estate-planning lecture hall, the only seat left after his late arrival. The room felt like it was shrinking around him—too warm, too still, too full of futures he didn’t want. The professor droned on about “the basic principles of Anglo-American law,” and Arthur’s brain promptly staged a shutdown.

He leaned back, ankles crossed, hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling tiles like they might offer an escape hatch. His eyelids grew heavy. The professor’s voice blurred into a low hum. A sharp jab to his shoulder snapped him awake.

“James. Wake up.” Derek Ratcliffe shoved his books into his satchel, smirking. “You’re lucky the old man didn’t stand up today. You’d have been toast.”

Arthur rubbed his eyes. “I tuned out the second he said ‘basic principles.’ After that, it was just... blah blah blah.”

They joined the stream of students filing out of the hall. Derek nudged him again once they hit the sunlight.

“Any chance your dad’s letting you switch to criminal justice?”

Arthur let out a humorless laugh. “Nope. He made it very clear I’m staying on this path.”

“That stinks,” Derek said, sympathy softening his voice. “But hey—maybe one day you’ll get to show him how good you are at the CJ stuff.”

Arthur stared at the sidewalk, kicking a stray leaf. “Yeah, well... I’m not holding my breath. It’d take a miracle. Or a disaster.”

Derek checked his watch. “Gotta run. Next class. See you around.”

“Later,” Arthur muttered, heading toward his next lecture with all the enthusiasm of a man walking to jury duty.

***
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CLARA FOLLOWED ROMI to the bookstore, her laptop tucked under her arm. Once they arrived, she claimed a table outside beneath a striped umbrella, the morning breeze ruffling her hair as she typed.

Romi hovered beside her, peeking over her shoulder. “The coffee shop has the best chocolate croissants.”

“I’ll get something later,” Clara said, eyes still on her screen. “Right now, I need fresh 

air and the perfect ending for your almost-rags-to-riches story.”

Romi wrapped an arm around her in a quick side hug. “It’s really great having you here.”

“I know.” Clara paused, glancing toward the street. “Now that I’ve seen Harrisburg... I hate the idea of going back to Rivertown.”

“What will you do?”

Clara sighed. “No idea. But I can’t stay somewhere I don’t fit.”

Romi’s face softened. “I’m sorry, Clara. You can stay here until you figure things out.”

Clara shook her head. “I’ll head back later this afternoon. But at least let us have lunch before I go.”

“Done. Let’s plan for twelve-thirty. My team can handle the store.”

Clara smiled. “Thanks, Romi. I’m thrilled things turned out so well for you. Your father would be proud.”

Romi’s eyes warmed. “I never imagined happiness like this. Theo’s too good to me.”

Clara smirked. “I’d bet he thinks nothing is too good for his princess.”

Romi’s cheeks flushed. “When he calls me that... he makes me feel like the most important person in the world.”

“Then he’s doing it right,” Clara said. “Because you are. In his world, anyway.”

Romi laughed softly. “I need to get inside. Enjoy the view. I’ll see you at lunch.”

***
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ACROSS TOWN, JASON paced the thin carpet of his hotel room like a caged tiger, checking the clock every few minutes. Eleven-thirty. Still no text from Romi. His stomach twisted. He’d hoped—prayed, really—that she’d find a spot for him. Something. Anything. Finally, desperation shoved him out the door.

Fifteen minutes later, he pulled into the strip mall and spotted Clara sitting under an umbrella, typing furiously. Her laptop glowed in the shade; her brow furrowed in concentration.

“Hi, Clara,” Jason said, trying for casual. “Didn’t know you were still here.”

Clara looked up, blinking. “Finishing my story for The Rivertown Gazette.” She tilted her head. “Did Romi call you about a job?”

Jason slid into the chair beside her, shoulders slumping. “No. I just... came by. On the off chance.”

Clara’s expression softened, but only slightly. “Jason, you know Romi has a huge heart, but she can’t do the impossible.”

Jason  didn’t answer. Instead, he watched the steady stream of customers flowing in and out of the bookstore, the kids clutching books, parents laughing, people 

leaving with bags and bright eyes. “Wow, her customers come out happy.”

Clara nodded, still typing. “It’s been like that all morning. You know Romi—organized, knowledgeable...”

“...and rich,” Jason muttered under his breath.

Clara froze. Her fingers hovered over the keyboard. She turned slowly. “What was that?”

Jason blinked. “Nothing.”

A tiny red flag fluttered in the back of Clara’s mind. She pushed it aside, for now, and returned to her story. Her stomach growled loudly enough to make her wince.

Jason stood. “I think I’ll go in and see what all the hubbub is about.”

“Mm-hmm,” Clara mumbled, already typing again.

Inside, the store buzzed with life. Jason had been here yesterday but seeing it full—really full—was something else entirely.

April Leonard, the morning shift manager, knelt beside a little girl, handing her a copy of My Lucky Day. “Here’s your book. I hope you enjoy it.” 

The girl hugged the book like it was treasure. “Thank you!” she chirped.

“Come on, honey,” her mother said, guiding her toward the register.

Jason wandered through the children’s section, weaving around beanbag chairs where kids flipped through picture books. Parents chatted nearby. A sensory table filled with beans invited tiny hands to sift and swirl. Soft classical music floated through the air.

It felt... peaceful. Successful. Alive.

Romi was halfway through reshelving a stack of books when Jason tapped her shoulder. “Hey,” he said. “Looks busy today.”

She jumped. “Jason! I didn’t expect to see you.”

He gave her a hopeful smile. “I was hoping you might have a place for me.”

Romi slid the last book into place and exhaled. “Like I said yesterday, all my positions are filled. Excuse me.” She hurried toward April. “The books are shelved. I’m heading out for lunch. You and Dustin should be good until Janine gets here.”

April nodded. “Go. We’ve got this. Enjoy your lunch.”

Romi smiled, brushing a stray hair from her face. “Thank you. I’m a bit overwhelmed by our success.”

***
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BY FRIDAY, ARTHUR’S patience with fluorescent lights and lecture halls had evaporated. Ethics class felt like a slow march through molasses. He stared at the whiteboard, words blurring into meaningless scribbles. Enough. He needed air. He needed speed. He needed mud.

Forty minutes later, his truck rumbled into the gravel lot of the racetrack-turned-trail. The autumn wind whipped across the open field, carrying the earthy scent of damp soil. Arthur killed the engine and grabbed his phone.

“John, Arthur James. Just wanted to tell you I’m riding on the bike today.”

The reply came fast. “Jimmy! Didn’t expect you on a weekday. Everything all right?”

Arthur smirked at the nickname. “Jimmy.” It stuck years ago, courtesy of John Davenport and his habit of renaming everyone. Arthur thumbed a quick response.

“Need to think. Classrooms are suffocating. I’ll text when I leave.” He shoved the phone into his pocket, muscles loosening as
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