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            About this Book

          

        

      

    

    
      This just might be the worst day of my life. I quit my job and walked out—without my purse, wallet, or keys. The good Samaritan who returns my stuff is none other than our friendly, neighborhood rock star. Did I say worst day? I meant best. But when this drummer’s dreams for the future are more than I can give, will that leave us playing out of tune?

      Can the Cupid Guild bring this musician and his muse together in sweet harmony?

      A quick, standalone romance with a paranormal touch. The story first appeared in Heart’s Kiss magazine, under the title “Before I Run.”
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      Mascara caked and streaked around my eyes, making me look like a weepy panda. I gather wads of public restroom tissue paper and nearly scrape off my skin trying to remove the excess makeup. Only marginally successful, I give up. Let’s just call it the smoky eye look. I’m not pathetic, I’m fashionable.

      Staring at myself in the mirror, I lift the hem of my shirt. The largest scar is a little over an inch long, almost, but not quite in the center of my belly, north of the navel. There are other, smaller scars, but the biggest one always catches my attention. It’s angry and red. Not fully healed yet. Slightly raised and puckered and hideous.

      I’ll never wear a bikini again.

      Not that I wore them before that often, but at least I had the option. Sure, I’ve gained a few pounds since hitting my thirties, but who hasn’t? My hips are finally nicely rounded, having lost that flat, boyish look that comes from being tall and skinny. They aren’t what I would call child-bearing hips, but then again, they don’t need to be. Not anymore.

      I drop my shirt back down and force a smile in the mirror, still hanging on to that idea from some article I read a decade ago that said smiling at yourself makes you feel better.

      It doesn’t.

      I square my shoulders and exit the bathroom into the quiet cafe.

      Coffee Bar, as the original owner so creatively named it, is part coffee shop, part bar. It also houses a tiny bookshop and a performance space. It’s the closest thing that our town has to nightlife or day life or any kind of life, and at ten a.m. Thursday morning, it’s basically empty. Just me, Trudy behind the counter, and old Mr. Chee in the corner, dozing off.

      Everyone else is at work. Or in school. I used to work in a school until about two hours ago but now I don’t.

      My best friend Trudy frowns at me. The steaming hot mocha latte she made isn’t so steamy anymore, so she dumps it and whips up a fresh one without saying anything.

      I smile, this one genuine. It makes my cheeks hurt, but I do it anyway because Trudy is amazing and let me sit here sobbing unintelligibly for the past half-hour while she plied me with caffeinated beverages that I haven’t been able to drink.

      But when she sets the mug in front of me this time, I wrap my hands around it, relishing the sting of heat against my palms. Trudy hitches a hand on her hip and tilts her head to the side as if to say, Are you finally ready to talk? Only she doesn’t actually say anything, and I love her for that too.

      I force words from my lips. “So, I quit.”

      She blinks. “Okaaaay.”

      “In the middle of class.”

      “Okaaaay.”

      “I was just standing there, my lesson plan ready, the bell had just stopped ringing. The kids were rowdy, as usual. I didn’t try to coerce them into their seats or yell or anything. I just stood there.”

      I venture a sip of the latte. Trudy has sprinkled cinnamon on the top, just the way I like it. “This is good.”

      She rolls her eyes like it’s a given, though owning a coffee shop is no guarantee you can make a decent latte.

      “I stood there until some of them actually noticed me. A few even quieted down. Some were already asleep. The rest were on their phones.” I stare into the remaining foam. “I just couldn’t do it,” I whisper.

      “Maybe it’s just too soon,” Trudy says, reaching for my shoulder and giving it a comforting squeeze. “Going back to work this week might have been a mistake. Maybe you needed another few weeks. To recover.”

      I shake my head. “Another few weeks wouldn’t help.”

      “So, what? You just walked out of the classroom?” She picks up her own mug of something way stronger than I can handle and sips it, scanning the shop just in case a customer has sneaked in during the past few minutes and she’s missed it.

      “I walked to the front office and told the secretary that I needed an emergency sub. And that I quit. And then I left.” I look around. “I didn’t even take my purse. It’s still locked in the desk drawer. I walked here.”

      I put down the mug and drop my head to my hands. The bell over the door goes off.

      “I’ll get rid of them,” Trudy says.

      “You can’t get rid of them, this is your livelihood. I’m not going anywhere. I don’t have my keys.”

      “Oh, sweetie,” she says, clucking. I hear her go over to the register to wait on the new customer, but my head is too heavy to lift right now.

      Everyone always said that I should be a teacher. It was always: Oh, Charlotte, look how well she organizes the other kids. Such a good babysitter, such a good older sister. She’ll be such a good mother someday.

      There wasn’t even a question when I finally got to college. I’d spent six years after high school working full-time and taking care of my little brother Mat, so you would think I’d have given plenty of thought to my major. And yet I still chose Education.

      Teaching high school English had made sense. Until it didn’t.

      I place my hands on my stomach and breathe deeply. What’s that thing they have you do in yoga? Lion breath? I never understood exactly how to go about it, but maybe I should give it another shot. Maybe if I breathed like a lion I could grow some courage.

      “How do you feel?”

      I startle at Trudy’s presence behind me. I sit up and spin around on the stool to face her. “Physically, I’m okay. Not 100% yet, but that will take time. That’s what the doctor and everyone on the internet says.”

      She purses her lips. “If you don’t want to go back and get your keys from the school, just take mine and crash at my place for the rest of the day. I’ll pick up your bag after I get off this afternoon.”

      I look around again. The coffee shop side of Coffee Bar is warm and inviting. There’s a chess table in the corner, a dartboard hanging on the wall, and even an old school Ms. Pac-Man machine.

      “I think I’ll hang out here if it’s okay with you.” I rise, holding my mocha. “Just keep the caffeine coming and put it on my tab.”

      A hint of worry flashes in Trudy’s eyes, but she nods. I head for the dart board, ready to work on my non-existent skills. At thirty-three with no man, no kids, and now no job, maybe I can get on the professional dart throwing circuit. I open the case with the little missiles and start throwing.
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      After failing spectacularly to hit anything close to the bullseye on the dart board, I move my attention to Ms. Pac-Man—my sister in feminism, eater of dots, and vanquisher of ghosts. I could use a little of her focus and determination right now. I engage in full-scale combat against those little dots until my big mouthed champion starts getting shit done.

      As the level changes, I look over at Trudy, trying to communicate via telepathy that another shot of caffeine would be a good idea right about now, but she’s with a customer. My neck cracks as I do a swift double take. And stare. Shamelessly.

      I get an eyeful of his profile, all honey gold complexion several shades darker than my own. Short, kinky, brown hair and week-old stubble. Tattoos peek out from under sleeves rolled up to his elbows. My ovaries remind me they’re still intact. In fact, I’m pretty sure they just grew big Ms. Pac-Man mouths and started salivating. I blink a few times to clear my vision, but no, he’s real, he’s gorgeous, and he’s looking right at me.

      The 8-bit sounds of disappointment cause me to turn back to the arcade game. I was staring a bit too long and now I’m dead. Of course. My options now are to try darts again or convince old Mr. Chee to emerge from his slumber and play chess with me. Or rather, teach me to play chess.

      From the corner of my eye, I see the hot guy head away from the counter. I can’t help looking over again to find Trudy smirking, the reason for which soon becomes clear when I realize the hot guy is heading right for me.

      His eyes have a relaxed, bedroom quality to them. They’re a beautiful, sparkling brown, and I get to inspect them in even greater detail because he’s standing right in front of me.

      “Charlotte?”

      Oh dear God, his voice. He should carry around spare ladies’ underwear to hand out to any adult, heterosexual woman he finds the need to speak to. Starting with me.

      “Yes? Do I know you?” A question I already know the answer to because I do not have Alzheimer’s and that is the only way I would have forgotten him.

      He grins, and his smile is everything. “No. I’m Micah. Someone asked me to give this to you.” He holds out my purse.

      Somehow, I’d missed the fact that the gorgeous species of human male was carrying a large, black hobo bag. I pluck it from his hand and lift it up like I’ve never seen it before.

      “That is yours, right?”

      Imagine if melted chocolate and molten lava mixed and then a mad scientist ran the mixture through a machine that turned it into sound waves—that’s his voice. His mouth curves into a smile, and I have to physically remove my eyeballs from his
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