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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        OLIVIA

      

      

      Welcome to Fairwick Falls. 

      Olivia Maroo nearly cried. Relief wasn’t a strong enough word for what she felt as her ancient Honda puttered past the welcome sign for her hometown.

      It was eight o’clock in the morning, and she’d driven all night to Fairwick Falls, Pennsylvania—her refuge for the next four months. 

      Hay bales and pumpkins sat in front of local businesses as she drove through town. It had been decades since she’d been home during fall, her favorite season. Every fall, like clockwork, she’d been trapped in endless rehearsals of The Nutcracker as a dancing rat or background snowflake. 

      She’d spent the last fifteen years as a professional ballet dancer around the country in small ballet companies. She’d been a ballet corps member, a thankless job in the background ensemble. They danced endless hours in nearly every number and their primary job was to not be noticed while not missing any steps. 

      Until her contract was quietly not renewed last spring after eight years with the Salt Lake City Ballet. 

      She sniffed. But I can still fouetté with the best of them.

      Even though months had passed, she still found herself checking her email to see if they’d realized their mistake.

      The shame roiling in her stomach made her nauseous. 

      She’d been an outstanding dancer as a kid, but as she became a professional, she went from star to perfectly adequate. She’d dreamed of being a soloist or even ballerina, dancing a principal role like the Sugar Plum Fairy or Odette in Swan Lake.

      Now, I just dream of employment.

      A hard pill to swallow even now. 

      Audition season started in January, which meant she needed a rent-free place to live for four months. 

      She decided to admire the golden, turning fall leaves in the morning sunshine rather than let the tears win again. 

      She slowed to a stop at the new (and only) stoplight in her tiny hometown and rested her head on the steering wheel. 

      The fifteen-hour overnight drive had made her loopy. The hilariously tiny salary of a ballet corps member meant she’d counted every single dollar for the past fifteen years. There hadn’t been enough dollars for a non-murdery hotel last night, so she’d hit the road after her last day of her off-season teaching job at a ballet intensive in Sarasota.  

      She’d openly sobbed through the state of Georgia. A concerned fellow traveler had mouthed Are you okay? as they drove down I-95. One couldn’t exactly yell back, I’ve wasted the potential everyone thought I had, and now it’s too late. I’m too old, and I have no other options. 

      So instead, she’d given them a tearful thumbs-up as she scream-sang to “Part of Your World.”

      She dragged a heavy eyelid open to peek at the stoplight. In her feeling-sorry-for-herself monologue, she’d let the light go green.

      Shit. 

      Just as she sat up, the light turned back to red. 

      “Fuck. My. Life.” She hit her forehead against the steering wheel of Baby, her ancient trusty car, with each word. 

      One stoplight later, she turned into the cute, historic neighborhood of her childhood. 

      Her breath hitched at the canopy of trees arching over the cobblestone street. Golden morning light broke through the dewy leaves tinged already with orange and yellow.

      Small pumpkins lined the neighboring cottage steps. It might even be fun to be here during fall, she thought as she parked. The creak of her car door matched the one in her bones as she got out. 

      The front door flew open. Her tiny, seventy year old mother in a sparkly neon green robe and fuzzy, hot pink slippers shuffled quickly down the front steps. 

      “You’re here, I was so worried,” her mom called, practically dancing over to her for a hug. Martha Maroo-Canon was about a hundred pounds soaking wet, usually wearing neon or rhinestones, and Olivia’s favorite person on the planet. 

      A heavenly cinnamon scent wafted under her nose as her mom tugged her inside. It smelled like home—that cinnamon-sweet apple smell she remembered from her childhood.

      The welcome sight of her stepdad at the stove greeted her. “Hey, kid. How’s my girl?” Pop said in his gravelly, low voice that always made her feel at home. He wiped his hands on a towel and gave her a rib-crushing hug that she returned right back.

      Pop Canon had been a cornerstone of her childhood, despite only being her stepdad for about a year. Every day after school, she, her brother Wells, and her mom would sit at the corner booth in Pop’s diner working on homework, eating fries and the occasional apple slice he’d make them eat. The entire town had called him Pop, but Olivia felt a secret joy at knowing Pop was her family now. 

      He’d apparently been silently in love with her mother for thirty years and had finally done something about it. Olivia had been thrilled—not just because it kept her in apple-pie pancakes when she was home, but because her mother hadn’t beamed like this ever.

      “I still can’t believe you wouldn’t let me pay for a hotel room,” her mother said, pouring a giant cup of coffee in Olivia’s favorite mug and handing it to her. 

      “Eh.” Olivia slung down her bags. “You know I don’t like staying alone in a strange place. I’m very tossable,” she grumbled. 

      “I still can’t believe that those bastards didn’t renew your contract.”

      “Mom”—Olivia rolled her eyes—“it’s fine. It was time for me to go anyway. I was tired of Salt Lake City. Do you know how hard it is to find a good cocktail there?” 

      “Food’s ready,” Pop said, plating the syrupy, caramel-apple goodness. 

      Olivia made a conscious effort not to drool as she took the plate. Normally she wouldn’t indulge in something so carb-heavy. Being a professional dancer meant her body was her livelihood. The macros of what she ate, how she moved, how she stretched, how she hydrated, everything was a precise science to make sure she was at her best at all times.

      But now, fuck it—she was eating the whole plate. She had four months before her auditions, and with how hard she was going to work, one giant stack of cinnamon-dusted pancakes dripping with syrup and caramel would be easily burned off. 

      “I am starving. I need coffee, carbs, and then fifteen hours of sleep,” she said through a mouth of pancakes.

      “How about we make that five?” her mom said with a twinkle in her eye. 

      “Five… cups of coffee?” Olivia said, sipping the weak, watered-down coffee her mother always made.

      Her mother’s arched eyebrow meant business. “Georgia wants to see you.” 

      Olivia smiled. Georgia Papadopoulos, Olivia’s first dance teacher and owner of Fairwick Falls dance studio The Barre, was like an aunt to her. 

      The kind of aunt that yelled at you to sit up straight and had no problem punishing you while your parents weren’t there. 

      Still, she was full of mischief, and Olivia owed everything to her. She’d been the first to make Olivia’s parents take her talent seriously. 

      She caught up on the town gossip with her mom and Pop. A new bookstore had opened since she’d last been here, including an allergen friendly pop-up bakery. The Firefly Festival had gone off without a hitch thanks to her mother’s fearless leadership (so said her mother), and Pop talked about how odd it was to be retired. He’d sold his family’s diner and  given the keys over to a new company, wanting to maximize his time with her mother now that they were married. 

      Her belly finally full of pancakes, Olivia dragged heavy legs and heavier eyelids upstairs to her childhood bedroom. 

      She pushed open the door and was greeted by the ghost of her potential. 

      Every award, every ribbon, every picture from her childhood dance recitals still hung on the wall. 

      With one new addition that took up most of the room. 

      “Um, Mom?” she called down the stairs. “What is my barre doing in here?” 

      Her six-foot practice barre loomed large in the small room. 

      Her mother leaned on the banister. “We had to make room for Herbert’s things in the basement. I can have him move it to the dining room for you.” 

      “No, don’t worry about it.” Olivia waved the idea away. The last thing she wanted was her eighty-year-old stepfather manhandling equipment down a flight of stairs. 

      But where on earth am I going to practice?

      She turned around in her old room, taking it in.

      It was a shrine to her old potential, one she’d never fully reached. She’d plateaued once she’d hit twenty-one and felt like she’d just been… hanging on in the background ensemble ever since. 

      Her mom had added framed news clippings that had been featured in local papers from her past. “Eighteen Year Old Ballet Phenom Goes Big Time,” said the Elliotsville Gazette. 

      It hung next to the mirror, where Olivia looked at her own reflection. 

      She was thirty-three, young by modern standards, old by ballet standards. 

      Ancient according to this mirror, she thought, examining the duffel-sized bags under her eyes. 

      She flopped on her back, stretching out her hips, relieving some of the constant pain. 

      Could she keep going? 

      Once she left ballet, that would be it. There was no going back, professionally. Keeping her muscle tone and agility was a full-time job already. If she took a break, no one might want her again. 

      She laughed to herself, feeling empty. No one probably wants me now anyway.

      But lieu of marketable skills for any other job, she’d just buckle down and try harder. Discipline got me this far, it can last me a few more years. 

      She’d prepare a new audition. Get even sharper, even stronger. When audition season opened in January, she’d be ready. This time she’d finally get what she’d always wanted: a soloist position before the final curtain dropped on her career.

      I have one last shot, and I’m going to work my damndest on it. 

      As she closed her eyes in her childhood bedroom, it became very obvious she needed three things to get through the next four months: money to support herself, a place to practice, and somewhere to stay that wasn’t wallpapered in her lost potential. 
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        * * *

      

      
        
        LUCA

      

      

      “AB, come finish your breakfast!” 

      Luca Bishop could hear his daughter ignoring him. The living room floor thudded from her jumping to death-metal Disney covers. 

      A hastily scrambled egg sat rapidly cooling on a unicorn plate. 

      “Annabelle, let’s go!”

      This was not the day to oversleep. He’d been up late last night researching the complicated permitting system for Fairwick Falls’ business zoning, and had fallen asleep looking for “cute kid lunches.”

      Now, where the hell are those cookie cutters? He rummaged through his kitchen drawers. 

      “Five bites,” he called as she ran into the kitchen. 

      Annabelle, his first grader, love of his life, chaos goblin, and the sweetest human he knew, didn’t walk anywhere. 

      She grimaced at the egg. “How about four?”

      “How about five?” He pulled out the last drawer in his kitchen. All the small cookie cutters were shoved in the back. 

      Aha, finally. 

      He grabbed two. “Star or heart-shaped cucumber slices today?” He held them up for inspection.

      He watched her eat two bites. It was two more than he thought he’d get. 

      She stabbed another bite with a grimace. “Hearts are gross. Stars.”

      He agreed. Hearts were gross. He’d stayed far away from anything that looked like love for a long time. 

      They were going to be late, but other parents sent their kids to school with cute-ass lunches. He didn’t want Annabelle to feel left out.

      “I want to wear my teal unicorn shirt today,” AB said to no one in particular.

      Luca spied it on top of the pile in the laundry room. 

      “Ehh, let’s do purple.” This girl had a unicorn shirt in every color. 

      “Teal is my favorite!” she said, stomping her foot. 

      “I’ll wash it tonight, but you gotta wear something else, kid.” 

      “No,” she said, slamming her body against the chair. 

      “Annabelle,” he said sharply, and then caught himself. Tears started to form in her eyes. 

      Mornings had been hard, emotion-filled things since his sister had moved out. 

      I should be able to handle this on my own. Thousands of single parents did mornings all on their own with no help from anyone, so he would too, damnit. Since AB’s mom had died five years ago, he’d relied too much on his sister’s help. This was him proving he could do this all on his own. 

      And I’m failing miserably.

      “Hey.” He crouched down by her chair and glanced at his watch. It was only 7:30—ah fuck, 7:35—in the morning, and somehow it had already gone to shit. He hated seeing her cry. “I’m sorry. Mornings are hard for both of us.”

      “I don’t wanna go to school. My stomach hurts,” she said, resting her head on the table. 

      “What kind of hurt? Throw-up hurt?”

      “No. Maybe.” 

      Oh, god. He hated throw-up hurt. “Is it nervous-hurt, like when you go to the doctor?”

      “Yeah,” she whispered. Her little lip trembled. 

      Annabelle was full of chaos and energy, but his favorite thing about her was it never occurred to her to lie. 

      He always believed her. “What’s making it nervous-hurt?” 

      She shrugged her shoulders. 

      Lately, she just needed extra time in the morning. He rubbed her back. “There have been a lot of changes, and you’ve been handling them like a champ. Being in first grade is really hard.”

      “I have to be there all day this year,” she whined. “And I miss AP.” 

      It was week three of him being a completely solo parent, and frankly, it wasn’t going so great. AP was Annabelle’s nickname for his sister Pearl. She’d moved out a few weeks ago to finally focus on her own life, and he was happy for her. She was in love and about to launch her own business. Plus, he’d depended on her for way too long. She’d already sacrificed so much for him and Annabelle. 

      The first year after Marcy had died, he’d barely been able to get himself together at all. Missing her had eventually turned into a dull ache, like a hangnail that only caught sometimes. 

      He just needed to get the hang of balancing childcare and his own business. 

      “I know you miss AP.” He pulled AB into a hug, picking her up and swaying as he stood. He ignored the clock ticking to 7:37. “You love her a lot.” 

      “Mm-hmm,” Annabelle said through a sniffle against his chest. 

      “You’re going to see her after school today, okay?” 

      Annabelle smiled and wiped her eyes. 

      Light of my fucking life, that little smile right there. 

      He’d run back to Fairwick Falls, grab AB from school, and drop her off at story time at Bookish for an hour where Pearl would be working. He’d have just enough time to run back to his body shop, lock it up, and go back to pick her up. “And you can get any book you want in the bookstore.” 

      “Really?” She lit up.

      “Now”—he put her down—“how about the purple unicorn shirt just for today?” 

      “No!” she said, digging her heels in. 

      His temper flared, but he tried not to lose his cool. “Annabelle.” 

      “Dad, I don’t want to!” Her temper flared. 

      He knew where she got it. “You’re just like your mom, you know that?”

      She smiled, knowing what he was about to say. “Pretty⁠—”

      “And stubborn,” he finished for her. “How about wearing your blue plain shirt and you can put unicorn stickers all over it?” 

      Her eyes lit up with glee. “Yeah?” 

      “Have at it, kid.” Small victories. 

      At least he didn’t give in to her wearing a dirty shirt. 

      How was he so bad at this? She was just one kid, who he loved, who he’d been in charge of, technically, for six whole years. 

      But getting four hours of sleep every night after he planned out how to move his body shop to Fairwick Falls, then getting himself up, her up, her ready, her lunch packed, him out the door, her to school, and him to work forty minutes away all before 8:00 AM seemed like an impossible task. 

      Then there were the constant running messages on his phone: two clients asking where their cars were, which was fair, but they didn’t have to be such assholes about it, and one of his guys calling out sick.

      His eyes caught on a clock on his phone: 7:40. Shit, they were definitely going to be late. He made the best out of her lunch that he could. 

      Annabelle had a deathly wheat allergy, and she sat at a separate table in the lunch room with her friend Sophie, who also had an allergy. He wanted to make sure Annabelle never felt too different. 

      Not like he had when he was a kid. 

      He’d been the kid whose mom didn’t care if he wore dirty clothes. Who had never packed a lunch for him. 

      He was determined AB would never know what it felt like to be forgotten.

      They rushed out the door, and Luca had to admire her artistry of placing stickers every-fucking-where on her shirt. 

      Feeling quite proud of himself for only being two minutes late to drop-off, he pulled up to Fairwick Falls Elementary School and got Annabelle out of her booster seat.

      He hugged her to his leg. “Hey, you’re going to have a good day, okay?”

      She smiled up at him with that sweet angel face that made it all worth it. “Can I have my lunchbox?” 

      He looked in the passenger seat. 

      Empty.

      Fuck. 

      He sighed. “Go, I’ll leave it at the front office.” 

      She ran to the door as the bell rang.

      Already late and now I have to double back. Fuck. 

      A text pinged on his phone as he pushed the upper speed limit back to the house. 

      
        
          
            
              
        ANGIE (BODY SHOP)

      

      
        Hey…anybody here yet?

      

      

      

      

      

      Shit. Luca was the only one with a key to open the body shop in Elliotsville, over forty minutes away. 

      He voiced to text, “Running late” and stepped on the gas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        OLIVIA

      

      

      Hours later, feeling like an over-caffeinated zombie, Olivia walked to meet her mother and Georgia. 

      Little pokes of red and orange shone through the trees, despite it only being September. She enjoyed stretching her legs as she rounded the town square, which already had hay bales around the gazebo. 

      An unusually crisp wind fluttered her long hair as she walked past Pop’s old diner. He’d sold it to a large, faceless company—his only offer—and retired a month ago. She was happy for him, but it had been the end of an era. 

      The pang of nostalgia was interrupted by a series of pings from her phone. 

      
        
          
            
              
        BESTIE LIL

      

      
        Your mom said you’re in town

      

      

      

      
        
          
        YAYYY 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I can’t wait to seeee youuuu 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Hellooooo

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Are you alive? 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        If you die right as you get home, I’m going to be BIG MAD at you. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        It’s been 1,000 years since we’ve been in the same state, let alone the same town.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Helloooooooo????

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Are you friend-breaking up with me??

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And after all we’ve been through. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        We have shared deodorant TOO MANY TIMES for you to ghost me

      

      

      

      
        
          
        WHY DONT YOU LOOOOVE MEEEEE

      

      

      

      
        
          
        oh my bad I was on airplane mode 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Come seeeeeeee meeeeeeee at Bloom. 

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        OLIVIA

      

      
        Alive

      

      

      

      
        
          
        But barely

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Be there in 1 min

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BESTIE LIL

      

      
        Dolphin noises!!!

      

      

      

      

      

      Olivia smiled at their old inside joke. Her face felt weird. 

      Ohmygod, has it been that long since I’ve smiled? 

      She looked at her reflection in the hardware store windows in surprise. 

      Add that to my list of things to do more. 

      She crossed the square to Bloom and spied Lily setting up a new window display. Her pretty face burst into a grin, and Olivia heard her whoop from ten feet away. 

      A cackling, tiny bullet of blonde hair ran out the door of Bloom and launched at her. 

      “You’re here!” Lily said as she jumped onto Olivia and wrapped her in a spider monkey-like hug. Olivia squeezed her best friend back hard, so happy to see her. They’d been inseparable as kids and had rarely gotten to see each other in the last fifteen years due to work schedules. 

      “Warning, the Guild is here,” Lily said, climbing down and looping their arms together. 

      The Gossip Guild was the ladies’ auxiliary in Fairwick Falls her mother had founded ages ago. They did a lot of good for the town.

      While talking a lot of shit. 

      “All of them?” Olivia grimaced, bracing herself for the invasion of the aunties. 

      Lily opened the front door for her. “They rented out the shop for an afternoon tea to plan the fall festival.” 

      The scents of chrysanthemums, lilies, and roses wrapped around Olivia as she walked into Lily’s pretty flower shop, Bloom. 

      Ladies she’d known all her life who were basically her adopted aunts waved at her with bright, beaming faces. 

      “What a sight for sore eyes,” Georgia said, walking to her with dramatic open arms. Her old dance teacher looked like if a museum gift shop was a person. “My star student ballerina back in Fairwick Falls!”

      Olivia opened her mouth to correct her. “Well⁠—” 

      She crushed Olivia in a bone-breaking hug.

      “Oh, good, you’re here,” her mother said, dancing with happiness as Olivia gasped for breath. “Georgia has exciting news.” 

      Georgia let her go but wrapped an iron hand around Olivia’s upper arm, which was code for You will listen, now. Her bangles and layered wooden necklaces clanked against each other with each movement. “Your mother said you need a place to practice while you’re here this fall.” 

      Olivia blinked, still groggy and playing catch up. “Yes⁠—”

      “I insist you use The Barre between classes for your practice. Also, my cottage isn’t being used right now.” Georgia wiggled her eyebrows. “Your mother might like some alone time with her new hubby and I have taken a lover⁠—”

      Olivia felt a wave of awkwardness crush through her. “Oh, I don’t need to know⁠—” 

      “—so I insist you stay at the cottage. Give you your own space. I need a house sitter anyway. Here are the keys,” Georgia said, shoving them into Olivia’s hand. 

      Olivia looked from her mom to Georgia, waiting for the catch. They smiled at her placidly, but she didn’t trust that something wasn’t afoot. 

      Access to a great studio and some space away from her childhood potential? Yes the hell please. “I don’t think I can pay you, though. For the space.” 

      Georgia waved a hand, clanking her bracelets. “No cost, of course. You’re practically family. The gold key is for the house, and the other is for The Barre. You’ll have plenty of time to practice uninterrupted.” 

      “Perfect.” Olivia smiled at last, feeling a weight lifting off her shoulders. 

      She could practice every hour possible, have her own space, and still only be a quick drive away from her mom and Pop. 

      Things are looking so up. 

      “Thank you. This is…just thank you.” 

      “You’re welcome, my dear,” Georgia said, patting her hand and finally releasing her arm. “Now, don’t forget, the tots class starts at one PM sharp today.”

      “Uh…” Olivia had a sinking feeling. Like she’d just been hoodwinked by a fae into an unbreakable bond. “What was that?”

      Georgia picked up her purse and waved to the other ladies as she walked to the front door. “The kids will be so excited you’re their teacher. A real ballerina. They always ask about you.” 

      Not a ballerina. “But⁠—”

      “And you’ll need to go to Bookish and do the story time at four today. We’ve got to recruit for the new fall season of classes. Do you have a tutu with you? Oh, of course you do, what am I talking about? You’re a professional ballerina! Make sure to wear your sparkliest one. We need to really impress. I’ve been hyping it up to that handsome owner of the bookstore. Oof, if I was thirty years younger… hell, if I was ten years younger,” she snorted, elbowing Olivia as she walked past. “Don’t forget—four PM. Today.” 

      Olivia looked at her phone. Shit, that’s in a few hours. 

      Georgia walked toward the door. “The class schedule’s on⁠—” 

      “But—” Olivia called.

      “—the front desk. Please make sure to water my plants in my beautiful house that you will, I’m sure, take excellent care of.”

      Aha, there was the guilt trip. 

      My old friend, we meet again.

      Olivia forced her lips into a pained smile. “Sure thing.”

      Studio space and a place to live in exchange for teaching very small children.

      “Now.” Georgia turned with a dramatic flair as she opened the door. “Please do everything I would do, especially with any amorous callers.” She winked as she walked out.

      Olivia’s mom kissed her cheek before she walked off to her friends. “So good to have you home, dear.”

      Olivia stared at the keys in her hand.

      Well, shit. 

      Nothing like being hoodwinked by the people who love you most to make you feel right at home.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        LUCA

      

      

      Luca slammed the mallet into the side of a bumper, trying to pop out a stubborn dent one of his guys couldn’t get. 

      He’d founded an auto body shop, and it had grown like crazy in the last four years. He had a couple of good guys working for him, but he still liked being hands-on.

      Everything had to be right for his clients. He didn’t want someone feeling like they got ripped off. People worked hard for their money, and they deserved the best that his team could give them. 

      Despite being the owner, sometimes he stepped in on a job. He knew it irritated the shit out of Angie, his office manager. Sometimes, he could just take five minutes and make everything better. 

      “Goddamnit,” he muttered, whacking the bumper again. 

      Putting a little more oomph behind it, he tried to find the sweet spot. Hard enough to pop out the bumper so it was round again, but light enough not to fuck it all up. 

      Ritchie and Cam stood watching him. “Not so easy, is it, boss?” Ritchie said with a smirk. 

      There. He hit it just right and the bumper popped out. 

      “Yeah, pretty easy,” Luca said, smirking back as he handed the mallet to Ritchie, who rolled his eyes. “This one has to be finished today.”

      “I know, boss,” Ritchie called back in annoyance, stepping over the bumper and finishing out the small dings. 

      Their bread and butter was fender benders, bumps, and scrapes. Every once in a while, they’d get some young guy in who wanted his Nissan to look like a street racer, and they were starting to get more clients who wanted expensive custom paint jobs. Business was looking up.  

      “Boss,” Angie called over from the garage office. “Somethin’ won’t shut up on your phone. Come get it or I’m tossin’ it in the fuckin’ bucket of car shampoo.”

      Luca grabbed his handkerchief from his back pocket and wiped the grease off his hands. He’d told the staff last week that they’d be moving the shop to Fairwick Falls soon and everyone was still pissed at him. He’d offered them a raise for the extra gas and trouble, or a great reference, and they’d all decided to make the move with him.

      He couldn't deal with ten more years of forty-five-minute drives to and from Fairwick Falls. They’d moved because Annabelle needed a school that would take her allergy seriously. He’d do anything for her, including piss off his favorite employees. 

      Because maybe, if he fixed her childhood, he’d somehow fix his, too. 

      He grabbed his phone and saw his alarm had been going off for twenty minutes. 

      Fuck. Late again. 

      
        
          
            
              
        SHE-DEMON SISTER

      

      
        Story time’s almost over. 

      

      

      

      
        
          
        AB can hang out with Reed and I at the store if you’re running late.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Got to go,” he said, grabbing his keys.

      “You want us to leave the door unlocked?” Angie said, swirling around in her chair. 

      He grabbed his wallet from his desk. “I’ll, uh, come back, later.” 

      Angie rolled her eyes. “See you then.” 

      
        
          
            
              
        LUCA

      

      
        Be there in 40

      

      

      

      

      

      Thirty-six minutes later, he slammed his SUV into park in front of Bookish, the Fairwick Falls bookstore where his sister worked part-time. 

      He’d been forty minutes late to pick up last week too. Annabelle played it off like it was no big deal, but he knew it hurt her feelings.

      Luca threw open the big, ornate door into the bookshop and was hit in the face with a bunch of dangling fall leaves that he swatted out of the way. 

      Fuck. He was disoriented, trying to untangle himself. What a terrible idea. 

      As he shook his hair free of the remaining strings, he glanced up to look for Annabelle. 

      He froze as his heart stopped. 

      A beautiful, sparkling ballerina slowly turned on the bookstore’s small stage in the warmth of the setting sun.

      Strawberry blonde hair caught the golden afternoon sun as it streamed through the back window, spotlighting her. 

      She stood on tip toe mid-pose, like she’d been plucked out of a music box. She gracefully moved elegant arms as she gently hovered in those classic ballet shoes with ribbons on her ankles. Her light pink tutu glittered like diamonds in the filtered beams of sunshine. 

      Am I…hallucinating? 

      But the thing that had made his heart stop? 

      The beaming, gorgeous smile she shared with his Annabelle. 

      AB stared at her, entranced, like she was an angel that had fallen from the sky. 

      The ballerina’s wide pretty eyes were filled with kindness and humor. The apples of her cheeks curved delicately to a princess-perfect jawline. Her elegant neck looked like it was spun from fine glass as it sloped down to the gentle curve of her throat. 

      As he took in the rest of her—a strong dancer’s body, adorable earlobes, elegant hands, full lips in a mischievous smile—a stunning realization hit Luca with all the subtlety of a Mack truck honking its horn at full volume. 

      I am going to marry her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        OLIVIA

      

      

      “Why do your shoes look like breadsticks?” 

      “But why do you dance on your toes?”

      “Does it hurt?”

      “Then why do you do it?”

      “How do you make your skirt stick out?” 

      “Can I make my skirt stick out?”

      And for her seventh question, the perfect, angelic little girl sitting criss-cross applesauce in front of Olivia asked, “Do you barf when you spin real fast?”

      That…is a new one. 

      Olivia bit back a laugh. It was an honest question, and she liked honest people. “Thankfully, no.” She explained how she picked a spot on a wall when she turned so she wouldn’t get dizzy. 

      She turned gently en pointe on the small stage in Bookish, the new bookstore in her hometown where she’d wrapped up story hour a little while ago. The class sign-up had been a success after she’d read Baby Bunny Ballerinas and answered about ten thousand questions. 

      Olivia slowly turned. “This is called a pirouette. I have to do lots of them in a row sometimes, but I also like turning slowly.” 

      Olivia slowly expanded her arms back and forth, as if she was swimming as she slowly came out of the pirouette. 

      Her eyes drifted to the bookstore entrance, and she was shocked to find a hulking man seething at her. 

      Something made her chest ache as she looked at him. Jeez, did someone punch me mid-pirouette?

      He was handsome, if a little…terrifying. 

      A lock of longish dark hair fell across his forehead, looking like he’d run his hands through it in frustration a thousand times that day. His beard was a sexy dark stubble along his jaw. His give-no-shits punk band t-shirt hugged tight around bulky, thick muscles, and a chain ran from his belt to his wallet. Heavy work boots complemented his car grease-stained gray jeans. He had an aura of an everyman who worked with his hands. 

      His nose was a little crooked—from a fist fight, maybe?—that gave way to thick eyebrows furrowed at her. There was a thick brutish quality about him. Muscular thick thighs, arms that didn’t look defined in a gym but rather by necessity. He was manly, and raw, and really, really hot. 

      Jagged, complex black tattoos covered his thick arms. Skulls and metal band logos were etched into his skin. They ran down his hands and onto his thick knuckles and up onto his neck. Like his armor against the world was slowly growing all over his body. Spiky vines and thorns to keep others the fuck out. 

      At least he could handle commitment. 

      He crossed his arms, scowling deeper, still staring at her.

      Is he here to rob the store? 

      Is he here to rob me? 

      He looks like he’s literally growling under his breath. 

      She’d never been into bro-y posturing.

      Maybe he’s here to beat the shit out of someone. 

      Or maybe he’s here to give me my secret fantasy. 

      Visions of what he might look like shoving her against a brick alley wall with a thigh between her legs, pinning her arms above her head and using those muscles to give her the biggest orgasm of her life made her squeak with wanting. 

      Wait. She dropped her heels down to the floor. She’d seen him before. Somewhere. 

      He stood out from the cute seasonal decor and quaint Victorian architecture in Fairwick Falls. Like he’d taken a wrong turn from Bushwick and decided to stay. 

      He doesn’t look like a wreath-hanging, small-town-festival kind of guy. 

      She couldn’t stop staring at him.

      His deep brown eyes went molten at her. Apparently he had the same problem. 

      What is with me?

      His scowl broke though as he talked to Reed, the bookstore owner, as if they were friends. 

      Okay, so he isn’t here to kick over a trash can and shout “Punk’s not dead” before setting a small anarchist trash fire.

      Olivia turned her attention back to the adorable chatterbox in front of her who was in the middle of a monologue about unicorns.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        LUCA

      

      

      He laughed—a humorless, despondent, and desperate sound.

      Oh, no. 

      Oh, god. 

      No, no, no, no.

      He wiped a hand down his face in desperation. 

      That’s my future wife? The fuck?

      Those thoughts had never occurred to Luca before. 

      He’d never once in his goddamn life looked at anyone and thought, You know what? Why don’t I marry you, stranger. You’re the other half that completes my soul.

      Or some shit.  

      Frankly, if someone had told him he would ever think anything like that, he’d have decked them. 

      Love at first sight was bullshit.

      Until it smacks you across your dumbass face with its bullshittery.

      He couldn’t deny it. The woman on the stage was meant for him—and he for her. As certain as the sky was above and the ground below his paint-stained boots.

      His hand rubbed at his chest as he stared at her in utter bewilderment. 

      Who was she? 

      She crouched down, laughing with Annabelle. Her reddish blonde hair was twisted into a bun, and she wore a small tiara on top of it. She gingerly took it off and set the tiara on Annabelle’s head, gently moving the hair out of her face. 

      Had he ever been that gentle? 

      Oh, fuck me, he cursed at his bad luck. 

      His eyes couldn’t stop drinking her in. 

      He needed to ask Pearl what the hell was going on. 

      Why was there a ballerina in the middle of the goddamn bookstore? 

      And why wasn’t she wearing something warmer? Her long arms were bare, and she only wore tights and a bodice thing. 

      Why do I feel protective and territorial over her? Christ. 

      His life felt like it was on a tilt-a-whirl right now, making him dizzy with the idea of her.

      Maybe I forgot to eat lunch, and this is just some weird psychosis as a result.

      “Hey, man,” Reed called, waving from the checkout counter. Luca nodded a greeting at his best friend without taking his eyes off of the ballerina. 

      Reed held up a stack of books as he walked to Luca. “You missed story time, but AB hasn’t even come up for air. She and Pearl picked these out. Apparently, ballet is her new favorite thing. The top one is the one that Olivia read.”

      “So you see her, too?” Luca said, his eyes never leaving the ballerina talking with Annabelle. 

      Reed chuckled. “She’s here promoting the new kids’ dance classes in town.”

      “Huh.” Luca went back to staring, bewildered, at the woman.

      Reed placed a hand on his shoulder. “You okay? You look like you need to lie down, or take a shot.” 

      “Probably,” Luca said with a disconcerted sigh. 

      He had a strict no-dating rule until Annabelle graduated high school. He couldn’t risk losing anybody again. He’d been a shell of a person after Marcy had died, and he was going to do fucking better than that. His entire focus needed to be on making sure AB had the perfect childhood. He only had one shot. He was struggling enough as it was. 

      Romance was not even on his radar.

      AB saw him and ran over. “Dad, Dad! Ms. Olivia said I could be a ballerina.” 

      His heart lit up. It never got old, her calling him Dad. Top five sounds of my whole life. 

      She’d been talking nonstop since she’d turned one, but still. 

      Never got old. 

      He hugged AB to his leg, catching the tiara falling off her head. 

      Annabelle stared up with pleading eyes. “Can I take classes, please? Please? Please?”

      He hadn’t seen Annabelle this obsessed since she’d first discovered the existence of unicorns two years ago. 

      He opened his mouth. “W⁠—”

      “Please?”

      “Annab—” 

      “Please? Come here, come here.” AB pulled him over to the ballerina.

      Oh…fuck. 

      Oh my god. 

      He had seen her before. She was the woman, the one he’d seen last Christmas. There had been a Christmas thing at the diner that Pearl had dragged him to, and he’d been caught up in a business discussion. He hadn’t been able to take his eyes off of this woman—this…Olivia—but she’d disappeared.

      She stood and looked as bewildered as he felt.

      Olivia. He rolled the name back and forth in his head. 

      He could already feel the grooves of how it belonged there. 

      “Hi,” she said warmly, softly. As if they were picking up from an old, lost conversation. 

      “Hi,” he whispered. He felt like he’d practically screamed, Oh, it’s you. The other part of myself I didn’t know was missing.

      AB pulled on his hand. “So can I take classes? I’ll be a ballerina. And then—wait. Do we get to wear tutus?” she asked suddenly, tugging on Olivia’s tutu. 

      “Hey, ask nicely,” Luca reminded her. 

      Olivia leaned down, crouching into an impossibly small folded bundle so she was eye to eye with Annabelle. “It’s a little while before you get to wear a tutu like this, but we get really fun costumes and fun ballet slippers.” Her warm, indulgent smile at AB was going to make him pass out from wanting. “You get to dance and have fun and move your body and feel good.”

      “And wear a tiara?” AB asked with excitement. 

      “Sometimes, yes,” Olivia said with a laugh as she stood, introducing herself. “I’m Olivia. I’m the new temporary dance teacher.” 

      He memorized every movement as she spoke. The graceful curvature of her lips, her animated and bright eyes. 

      “Yes,” Luca said, feeling lightheaded from how perfect she was. 

      Wait, that doesn’t make any sense. 

      “Yes, I’m Olivia?” A pretty look of confusion contorted her face and her big blue eyes grew wider. 

      No, not blue, sapphire.

      He liked the way her lips moved when she talked, as if they were part of her dance—smooth and luscious. 

      Hell, he’d go to war for this woman’s earlobes—they were that fucking cute.

      “Yes. I mean, the classes,” he said, gulping.

      Oh. My. God. I am fucking this up so badly. 

      “Okay,” she said with a nervous smile. “So that’s a…yes to the classes.”

      He gulped again. 

      “Yes.”

      AB tugged on his hand. “Dad, it starts this week.” 

      “Okay,” he said, his eyes never leaving Olivia’s face. 

      He was making an absolute mess of this. 

      Olivia.

      He rolled the name around in his head again, comforting himself. It was perfect and lovely, and it suited her. 

      “I’m so excited we have another student joining us,” Olivia said, winking at AB, who beamed at her. Annabelle’s face might crack in two from her smile. 

      “How about”—Olivia leaned over on her knees, now standing flat-footed in her heavy toe shoes—“you keep that tiara.” She winked as Annabelle gasped and clutched the plastic tiara to her heart.

      Annabelle shrieked, throwing her body at Olivia’s legs and almost knocking her over. 

      Luca grabbed Olivia’s flailing arms, and his hand went to her back to steady her. Olivia burst out laughing and patted Annabelle’s back. 

      Olivia’s eyes caught his with humor, and she aimed a grateful smile up at him. Gorgeous. 

      “Our girl loves hard,” he said to Olivia. 

      He’d meant our girl—his and Pearl’s and Reed’s and everybody who loved Annabelle. But as the sentence reverberated between them, an insane, truly nuts part of him instinctively thought, Maybe someday…? 

      No, it’s too much to hope for. A ridiculous thought. 

      He’d just met this woman. She could be married. Maybe she didn’t even like men. 

      But maybe. 

      Maybe in some alternate universe, where happy endings blossomed and good things happened to good people…maybe there could be a we between him and this woman who’d somehow crawled under his skin in a matter of milliseconds and set up shop in his left ventricle.

      Olivia rustled through her bag and handed Luca a piece of paper.

      He was staring at her dumbly, trying to memorize every single hair on her head and freckle on her face.

      Eight across the bridge of her nose. 

      Six on each cheek.

      “This is a list of things to order for your first class. You can buy them at the studio’s front desk or wherever you get your ballet essentials.” 

      Her teasing smile was now his new favorite. It was full of humor and intelligence. 

      And maybe witchcraft? What is wrong with me?

      He just nodded at her.

      Say something, you ass. Any minute now. She’s staring at you. 

      Instead, all he could muster was a panicked thumbs-up. 

      The blood returned to Luca’s brain as he stepped away to pay for Annabelle’s ballet books. 

      Reed smirked at the checkout counter like a smug motherfucker. “Need help rolling your tongue back into your mouth, or can you handle it?”

      Luca gave his best friend the middle finger as Pearl walked up. 

      “Don’t flip off my boyfriend, dickhead.” Pearl gave Luca a middle finger back as she kissed Reed’s cheek with a sweet peck. 

      Luca rolled his eyes, but a very large part of him was beaming because his sister was so happy with his best friend. 

      “Uncle Reed, I’m gonna be a ballerina,” AB said, peering over the counter and hopping up and down.

      Reed smiled at her, delighted. “Hey, Anna the Bell-breaker. Yes, I saw your tiara. You’re practically one already.” 

      Then the reality of adding something else to his schedule hit him.

      How the fuck am I going to manage another thing on our schedule? 

      Annabelle already had Girl Scouts. He had work far away. For some idiotic reason, school times didn’t line up with business times. He was moving his business to Fairwick Falls, which was a full-time job itself. 

      He absolutely hated depending on Pearl, who was launching her own bakery soon in addition to working at Bookish. He’d already depended on her too much and wouldn’t rope her into childcare again.

      He needed to handle this on his own. 

      Annabelle danced in the open space of the bookstore, mimicking ballet moves.

      “Thanks again, Reed!” Olivia waved as she walked to the front door. 

      She’d changed into sneakers, removed the tutu, and had thrown sweatpants on over her tights. Good, she’s warmer. 

      She still looked like the most beautiful woman—like his—Luca had ever seen. 

      “Annabelle, I will see you at our first class next week!” She gave AB a high five, and if he wasn’t mistaken, her eyes sparkled as she smiled directly at him.

      He watched her walk out, not losing sight of her until the door of the bookshop clicked shut.

      I know in my bones… I just saw the woman I’m supposed to marry. 

      And now I’m going to have to see her once a week and not make a fool of myself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        OLIVIA

      

      

      “And then he just gave you a thumbs-up?” Lily said with a scrunched, confused face. 

      “Yes!” Olivia said in exasperation, hauling another box from her car. They carried moving boxes up the small stone front steps of Georgia’s cottage. “That’s weird, right?”

      “And what did you say he looked like?” Lily said in confusion, hefting a box onto her hip as she opened the screen front door.

      “He was huge and hot,” Olivia said as she walked into the cute cottage. “Like maybe he could be an asshole who would get in a bar fight, but then also he was fucking ah-dor-able with his little girl. My ovaries melted out of my body.”

      Georgia’s cottage was stuffed full of keepsakes and tchotchkes. Floral couches, lamps dangling with gems, and scarves were everywhere. 

      The clutter was going to drive her nuts for the next four months, but all the better reason not to get too comfortable. 

      “He had a little girl at the bookstore. I think she knew your brother?”

      “Oooooh,” Lily said slowly, setting the box on a small wooden table in the kitchen. “Did he have scary neck tattoos? And biteable biceps the size of my head? Literally?”

      Olivia pointed emphatically at her. “Yes, exactly his energy. I probably want to fuck him, but also he might shake somebody down for their wallet right after.”

      “That,” Lily said, unpacking the box of Olivia’s sewing supplies, “is Luca. He did some great work on the Bloom farmer’s market van. And though I am happily married”—she wiggled her finger with an enormous rock on it—“I totally get the appeal.”

      Olivia unpacked her matcha powder, in its perfect container, and set it in the perfect spot on her countertop. She put her favorite mug beside it, and then put the rest of her supplies into an empty spot in the well-worn, jewel-toned cabinets in the kitchen. 

      “I just felt like I’d sorta been…shot in the chest when I met him.” 

      Lily gasped. “In a…like, good way?” 

      “In a scary way,” Olivia admitted. 

      “Oh, no.”

      “In a ‘I think I just saw my future flash in front of my eyes and he made me orgasm’ way.”

      Even that is an understatement. She’d read the word thunderstruck in the past, but now? 

      She’d lived it. 

      Seeing the wall of dark, brooding, tattooed man with a body that looked like it’d been carved from every one of her late-night fantasies walk toward her had been an out-of-body experience. 

      And when that hard-as-nails exterior turned into a pile of soft squishy mush when he saw his little girl?

      Forget the EMTs—call the coroner. She’d been dead from cuteness.

      Lily danced as she hopped down the steps back to the car. “Ooh, maybe you’ll stay here forever as he sexes your brains out.”

      “No,” Olivia said, yanking open the creaking front passenger door to grab the last bits of her stuff from her cross-country trip. “Only here for four months, the end.”

      “It’s just so nice to have you home after all this time. I’ve barely seen you for a decade and a half. I want a permanent girls’ weekend. In between the classes Georgia asked you⁠—” 

      “Hoodwinked me,” Olivia corrected. 

      “Into teaching.” Lily grimaced. 

      Olivia groaned and leaned against her car. The warmth of the September sun hit her face and contrasted with a light, crisp breeze in the air. “I’m kind of dreading the classes. I’ve taught summer intensives for years, but those were semi-professional young dancers. Incredibly serious, incredibly determined.” 

      “Probably not a lot of fingers up their noses,” Lily said with a snort. 

      “Exactly,” Olivia laughed.

      “Miss Olivia,” a tiny voice shouted.

      Olivia turned to see the adorable little girl she’d met at the bookstore.

      She’d felt a kinship with her immediately, with how completely obsessed she’d gotten with ballet in a matter of seconds. She’d asked smart questions as she waited for her dad to pick her up. 

      Her hot, no-wedding-ring, holy-fuck-he-could-toss-me-across-the-room fantasy, dad. 

      The little girl’s backpack bounced as she ran across the grass from the house next door.

      “Annabelle,” a deep, growling voice called from the house next door. “Don’t run toward the road.”

      He rushed out the door but stopped suddenly as he saw Olivia.

      Olivia’s pulse jumped at the unexpected realization.

      Oh god, they live next door. 

      She was going to live next door to the ravage-you-then-cuddle-you combo that apparently was the secret to her vagina. 

      “Hey, AB.” Lily gave her a big high five. “That is a very cool unicorn backpack.” 

      Luca was busy locking the door, so Olivia let her eyes linger on him. It was rare for her to experience intense initial physical attraction. She normally was attracted to men after she got to know them more, but there was just something about Luca that made her feel like a magnet, drawn to him.

      The fine lines on his arms twisted around skulls and wrenches. His chest was large, and pillowy. It curved down to what looked like a gentle, soft stomach, and she actually felt herself clench at the thought of putting her head there. 

      She felt her arm being tugged. 

      “So can I?” AB asked.

      She’d been completely lost ogling the man who was apparently her next door neighbor. “I’m sorry, sweetie,” she said, kneeling down to eye level with AB. “I was distracted.” 

      A loud snort came from Lily that Olivia was going to ignore. 

      “Can I show you my gifts from the crows? They gave me decapitated doll heads,” AB said with excited delight. 

      “...Sure,” Olivia said, completely thrown off by the dark side of this adorable little girl. 

      AB tugged her to a pile beside their front tree.

      Luca slowly walked toward them.

      “Hi,” she said softly. Am I…breathless right now? “I’m your new next-door neighbor.” Her eyes traced the thick muscles moving inside his black T-shirt. 

      He nodded, staring at her with bewilderment. 

      “See this one”—AB held a mangled Barbie head with one missing eye and a half a head of hair—“I got on my birthday because I gave the crows snacks. And then⁠—” 

      “Annabelle, we’ve got to go, we’re late,” Luca said, still never taking his eyes off of Olivia. 

      Olivia gulped. She liked the feeling of his eyes on her, but it made her skittish—like she was near a precipice, and she didn’t know what was on the other side of it. 

      “I don’t want to,” AB whined. 

      “Come on,” Olivia said, holding out her hand. “You can tell me all about it until we get to the car.”

      AB grabbed her hand and jumped as they walked across the rolling front lawn. “And sometimes I get earrings, and sparkly rocks from the crows. AP, that’s my aunt Pearl,” she clarified, “taught me how to be friends with them. When do we dance?”

      “The first class starts in a few days,” Olivia said, squeezing AB’s hand.

      “Thanks,” Luca said quietly to Olivia. “Hop in, AB.” He opened the car door and lifted her onto a small booster seat. 

      “Oh.” Olivia spied a lunch box beside the front door. “Don’t leave.” She squeezed Luca’s thick, hard forearm as he shut the car door. He stilled under her touch. 

      Okay, maybe that was an unnecessary grab
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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