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Chapter 1 

Drake
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Drake had found absolute bliss. With the thick red velvet curtains open, showing off the large blank stage in the now-empty theater, a fantastic silence filled the space. A comforting silence, one void of dread or awkwardness. 

The quiet brought relief and ease. He always found it calming. The kind of calm that came with the feeling of triumph and respite that only the last night of a play could bring. Drake stretched out in his maroon seat and looked up at the empty stage, the floor freshly painted black and still shining wet in the few stage lights he’d left on.

The fall play usually required only a few sets and floor paint, but he still had his students repaint the stage at the end of striking the set, so that they learned the whole process. He dragged his hands through his hair and settled them behind his neck. It didn’t matter how many mountains he climbed or meditation poses he tried; this right here gave him the most peace.

He breathed in the smell of new paint and auditorium air and relaxed in his seat even further. Most people he knew didn’t understand how a theater could become soothing, but most people he knew hadn’t spent all their early years on the stage.

Someone behind him cleared her throat, breaking through the serenity. “I forgot how long you stayed after the show.”

Drake whipped around so fast he kinked his neck. The pain shot up and down his neck, burning into the back of his head, making his eyes water. Standing in the back of the theater was the last woman he’d ever thought he’d see again in the Alvin High School’s auditorium.

“Marian?”

She stepped out of the shadows and slowly walked toward him, her long dark coat buttoned tightly, a tiny bit of snow melting on her shoulders. She’d twisted her blonde hair in a French knot, and she wasn’t smiling. He swallowed hard and rose from his chair.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, looking behind her, but no one else stood behind her in the room. In fact, he doubted anyone remained in the building at this time of night.

She offered him a hesitant smile and held out a white envelope. “I decided I had to tell you.” Her eyes darted down to the envelope and back up at him as if giving him a signal.

Drake reached out and took her offering, an odd sense of dread filling him. She folded her arms and kept her eyes on the floor. He slipped his finger under the flap and opened it. Inside, he found a card with several pictures of Marian with her arms wrapped around another man—one glance at the wording, and he knew he held a wedding announcement.

His throat tightened, but he forced one word out. “When?”

“Tomorrow. I wasn’t planning to tell you, but Hyrum said I should. Closure or something. I thought I could get away without speaking to you about it, but I couldn’t sleep, so...here I am.” She shrugged and moved her hand so that he could see the intricate diamond engagement ring on her finger. The sizable rock glittered in the stage lights.

Drake pressed his lips together and lowered his gaze to the envelope. “You’re going to go through with this one?” he asked, turning away from her to look back at the empty stage that had given him so much relief just moments earlier.

“Yes.” He heard her feet shuffle, but he didn’t turn. “Drake, it’s been two years. We were young and didn’t know what love was or wasn’t. We were just excited about planning a wedding. When it came down to it, I realized I couldn’t walk down that aisle. I couldn’t marry you. A small corner of my heart will still care about you somehow, which is why I’m here to tell you I’ve moved on and that I’m sorry.” 

She stepped around him so he had to face her. He didn’t want to face her, but he wasn’t about to turn away from her again; that felt like something his sophomores would do. She shook her head, a softness returning to her lips. 

“Hyrum was right. I needed to tell you. I’ve let you go completely. I’ve moved on, and I’m happy. So incredibly happy. Hyrum is my guy.”

Drake let out a long, slow breath. His thoughts jumped around like a ping-pong ball. For a long time, he blamed her for ruining their wedding, yet truthfully, a piece of his heart remained hers and likely always would. He didn’t hate her. He only hated that they’d gotten so far along in their relationship only to have it ruined at the last moment. If she’d had doubts, he still wondered why she had waited until they’d nearly said, I do.

He let his gaze return to her eyes, shoving all these thoughts away until he could examine them later. She didn’t need his whirlwind of thoughts. She needed him to let her go, too. “I’m glad you’re happy.”

Her smile brightened, and her gaze fell to her intricate ring. “I can’t even describe how happy I am. Things worked out for the best. Hyrum showed me what real love feels like, and I can’t wait to walk down that aisle tomorrow and become his wife.” She shuffled her feet. “I guess I also need to say thank you.”

Drake did not know why. Two years ago, he had stood waiting at the altar in a tux and boutonniere for hours, anticipating her arrival. When she didn’t show, he’d answered all the questions about what had happened. He’d taken the brunt of all the ‘What did you do wrong?’ comments. Not once had she thanked him. She’d hardly talked to him. 

Drake shook his head. “For what?”

She looked up at him. “Thank you for letting me go and letting me find my own way and my real, true love.” She reached out a hand and touched his cheek with her cold fingers. “You gave me space when I asked for it. You took back your ring when I gave it to you, and you were so patient and sweet when you told me you would wait for me.” 

She shook her head. “You don’t have to wait anymore, Drake. I’m overjoyed with how my life is turning out, and I want you to go out and find your happiness, too. You freed me, and now I’m freeing you.”

She turned to go. Drake took a step forward, but just one. “Do you want me to come?”

She turned back toward him, and her eyebrows clearly showed her horror. “To... the wedding?”

He nodded, tapping the envelope against his fingers. “Did you give me this just to tell me goodbye, or do you want me to come and see you walk down the aisle?”

She forced a smile to her lips that looked more like a grimace, and her eyes settled on him for a moment before she shook her head. “I don’t want you there, Drake. It would feel awkward, and I don’t want to feel like that on my wedding day. I wanted you to know I was getting married so we could both move on, and that is all. This is goodbye.”

She left the room with one last quick smile, and the silence pressed on his ears again. The peace he’d felt from that same silence only a few minutes ago had vanished. It evaporated like a morning mist with no way to reclaim it. He slid back into his chair and looked down at the wedding announcement. She said she wanted him to find his happiness—he thought he had when he’d settled his heart on her. 

With the peace of an empty theater lost, Drake turned off all the lights, locked the doors, and gathered his things. He paused by the doors that led to the parking lot, his gaze on the photos of Marian and Hyrum on the announcement. His fingers trembled slightly, but he tossed it into the trash can by the school doors. 

“Goodbye, Marian,” he said as he watched it fall into the dark depths of the trash can. 

He stood there a moment longer after it disappeared, the hurt spreading from his chest through his body to the tips of his fingers and toes. It took a moment to get his bearings, realizing she was gone. He lost her forever. Nodding once, he put on his hat and coat and opened the door. More than one big thing in his life ended that night: the fall play and his hope of Marian ever giving him a second chance. 

At that moment, he began a new performance—the performance that would consume his whole life until the day he died. The performance newly titled; Drake Can Live without Marian. Drake is a thrilled lifelong bachelor. Drake will never hope for love again. Drake will remain happy with what he has.

At first, the performance proved difficult, but it got easier as the weeks passed.
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Chapter 2 

Prissy

[image: ]







Prissy knew the worst thing she could do was keep a teacher after school, on the last day of school, before the summer break. That’s why she’d brought treats. An assortment of goodies that might keep Melissa from giving her a dark look long enough to hear her out. With her black stiletto heels clicking on the high school floor, she rushed down the halls, hoping to catch her best friend, before she entered the end-of-year “teacher coma”.

Halfway down a hall on the third floor, she stopped and turned around. This didn’t look right. “Gah, why don’t they label the hallways better?” she grouched, adjusting the basket of goodies in her arms and flipping her long black hair over her shoulder. 

The sound of whistling caught her attention, and she whirled around. A man with brown hair and a decent physique backed out of a classroom a few doors away. He turned to lock the door, and Prissy took a long breath before she put on her best smile and rushed toward him. The fact that he locked the classroom door made him a teacher, no doubt.

“Excuse me, sir,” she called out when he turned to go down the hallway in the opposite direction.

He spun around, one eyebrow instantly shooting up when he realized she was not a student.

Prissy made sure her smile was at its brightest level. “Hi, I’m Prissy Lewis, Melissa Jackson’s friend. I think I’m lost. She’s a math teacher here.”

The corner of his mouth twisted into what could only be described as a half-smile, and he nodded. “You are definitely lost. Let me guess, you asked a freshman for directions—or a group of students bent on causing you trouble.” 

Prissy laughed lightly because that was precisely what she’d done: asked a freshman, who might have also wanted to cause trouble. She should have let the office give her a map. “Yeah, a little help?”

He nodded and stuck out his hand. “I’m Drake Hart.” Prissy shifted the basket again and shook his hand. Without another word, he pointed back the way she’d come. “Follow me.”

Prissy stumbled a little in her attempt to keep up with him, and he reached out to steady her, his eyes instantly darting down to her shiny black heels. “Sorry, I should have known better than to walk that fast.”

Prissy shook her head. She didn’t need his apology. “No, they’re new, and I’m breaking them in. If I had worn them before today, I could keep up with your longer strides in my heels even if they were an inch higher.” 

He raised that eyebrow again and, with a barely noticeable crack of a smile, nodded but chose a slower pace. Prissy let a small sigh of relief escape her lips. Instead of cantering, they walked back down the stairs to the second floor.

“Are you by chance taking her a bribe?” He eyed the basket stuffed with muffins, cinnamon rolls, and fudgy brownies in her hands.

Prissy’s gaze darted down to the delectable treats. “It’s obvious, right?”

He nodded.

“Good. I don’t want her to have to guess that I mean business.”

He snickered, a bit more of a smile forming on his lips. “What do you want her to do, tutor your kids all summer?”

Prissy stopped in her tracks and flung her empty arm in the air. “Wow, I must have chosen the wrong dress if this makes me look like I have kids.” She looked down at her red polka-dot dress and the shiny red belt she’d placed right at her natural waist.

His eyes darted up and down her outfit like she knew they would, and she waited to hear his report. He swallowed. “Forgive me. You look fantastic. I assumed you had kids, simply because people come here only when they have students enrolled. But now that I look at you, there is no way you are old enough to have kids in high school.”

Prissy rolled her eyes. “Nice save.”

“Are you a nanny then?” Drake asked, his hands in his pockets, but his eyes still on her as if he were looking at her anew.

Prissy let her hand land on her hip. “I should hand you a shovel with the hole you are digging yourself into. I am not a nanny. I’m still in my early twenties, so that is crystal clear in your head, and I’m a successful businesswoman if you must know. I do not have grown kids in high school or any kids in my life at all.”

An actual smile split his face. “Looks like I need to ask for your forgiveness a second time. Any chance you’ll hand me a ladder and help me out of the hole I dug?” That eyebrow rose again, but his eyes held a more pleading look this time.

Prissy smirked. “As I said, I’m Melissa’s best friend, and I’m hoping she can help me out of a bit of a mess I’ve gotten myself into.”

“Ah-ha,” is all he said before he started walking again. Prissy followed but couldn’t help but wonder what that ‘Ah-ha’ meant. Did it imply he was satisfied with her answer, or did he know something she didn’t? It was difficult to discern his meaning. He wasn’t proving easy to read, this Drake Hart guy.

“This is Melissa’s classroom.” He pointed to a door with Ms. Jackson’s name on it. The lights were already out.

“Darn. I missed her.” Prissy tapped her toe, trying to decide what to do. She would have called Melissa, but this was the kind of problem that required a face-to-face conversation and an excellent bribe.

“Perhaps she’s not gone yet. She might still be in Calloway’s classroom. Since they got engaged, it’s hard to find one without the other.” 

Without warning, Drake looped his arm through hers and pulled her farther down the hallway to a classroom in the corner. Prissy stumbled to keep up. Her attention split between their quick pace and this stranger who had linked his arm with hers as if it meant nothing.

The door at the end of the hall with Mr. Calloway’s name on it was also closed, and the lights were off, too.

Drake shrugged his shoulders. “It is the last day of school. They probably jumped at the chance to leave with all the students.”

Prissy sighed. “I can’t blame her. I respect what you guys do, but I could never teach for a living.”

Drake laughed and nodded back the way they had come. “Now I’m curious. What do you do for a living, Miss . . .” His eyes darted to the engagement ring on her left hand. “. . . Mrs. Businesswoman?”

Prissy let one short laugh escape her lips. “I’m still a Miss for the time being, and I run a matchmaking company called Hidden Hearts.”

Drake stopped walking and turned to her, his brilliant smile brightening his face. “Wait, you created that dating app that Melissa and Landon got mixed up in?”

“Yes,” she said carefully. Mixed up wasn’t the phrase she would have used for her app.

He turned and started back down the hall. “I have to say, I can respect what you do for a living, but I could never matchmake for a living,” he said, using almost the exact same words she had. “When it comes to matters of the heart, I am not any good.”

“That’s ironic,” Prissy said, following closely behind him. “Seeing as your last name is Hart.”

Drake released a small puff of air that could have hidden a short laugh, but Prissy wasn’t sure. He nodded and continued walking with her down the hall. His smile appeared less bright now, though she had no idea why it would have faded. Maybe he was simply tired after a whole year of teaching. She would have been prostrate on the ground, unable to move for weeks, if she had to deal with kids all day. He surprised her by walking with her down to the front office. “Are you leaving for the day, too?” she asked, adjusting her basket.

“Yep. I’ll come back tomorrow and the next day or two to finish things, like many of my fellow teachers.” He opened the door for her to the hot air outside. “What will you do about your problem?” he asked, indicating her basket stuffed with bribe sweets.

“Hunt down my BFF . . .” Prissy looked toward the parking lot to see Melissa and Landon standing by Melissa’s white car. “. . . who is getting in her car right now.” She rushed forward, Drake trailing behind her this time. 

“Melissa Jackson, what must a girl do to get your attention?” Prissy shouted before she made it over to Melissa’s car.

Melissa’s eyes went wide before a grin appeared on her face. “I never thought I’d see you run in heels, Priss. What are you doing here? With Drake?”

He held his hands up. “Hey, I’m a nice citizen just trying to help out.”

Prissy waved her free hand. “He volunteered to help me find you. I’m in trouble, Melissa. Big trouble.” Prissy’s eyes darted between all three—a perfect captive audience. 

Melissa’s eyes narrowed. “What’s wrong? Did you finally pick a wedding date, but it conflicts with something else on your fiancé’s busy schedule, or is your venue booked for that day?”

Prissy looked stunned for a second. Melissa couldn’t have been more wrong. However, Michael was dragging his feet on a wedding date, so she could understand the assumption. 

“No, this has nothing to do with a wedding. I begged and begged my fiancé to help me find a way to advertise my business during the Fourth of July events. But even with his pull, I ended up with a spot I can’t handle alone. Guess what they gave me?”

Melissa, Landon, and Drake all shook their heads. She doubted that they’d have said the correct answer, anyway.

Prissy set the bribe basket on the hood of Melissa’s car. “I thought maybe he’d find a way to make me the MC during the Party at the Park so I could announce all the performing artists who perform throughout the day while everyone else checks out the vendors.” Her eyes turned dreamy. 

“I could have slipped in so many advertising moments for Hidden Hearts that way. But that didn’t work out. If only he could have gotten me a regular table at the last minute or even something at the parade, but apparently, all those spots were already taken.” She groaned, shaking her head. Her audience stared at her, their eyes wide. “You know what he did? He signed me up to run the kids’ photo booth.”

Three sets of eyebrows scrunched. They obviously didn’t get it.

“You know, the place behind the bouncy houses and the fish ponds where the kids dress up and take photos with their favorite heroes or storybook characters.” A tiny bit of understanding lit Melissa’s eyes, but Landon and Drake still looked lost. “This means I need actors to dress up like kid heroes, and I have to paint boards for the kids to take pictures in front of. It’s a big favorite but a lot of hassle, so no one wanted it this year, and I got stuck with it.”

Why didn’t their faces show the kind of distress she thought they should? Prissy looked from one to the other, hoping to find an ally.

Landon stepped forward. “Prissy, why don’t you tell Michael you can’t do it?”

“Because Michael said no one else wants this responsibility this year, but the kids love it, so they must have it. It was the last option that wasn’t taken already, so I have to use it to promote my business. And I can’t say no to my fiancé.” 

She turned to Drake. “I’m engaged to Councilman Michael Young.”

He nodded with another one of his ah-ha looks. Again, she didn’t know what that meant.

Prissy picked up her basket from Melissa’s car and held out the bribe basket full of pastry treats toward her. “Help me, please. I beg you. I have one month to make the most of this situation. I have to do this so Hidden Hearts will have a presence in the Party at the Park program. Think of it, I can put a banner up front saying that I’m sponsoring part of the event and hand out fliers during the parade. I need the advertising.”

Melissa shook her head. “Priss, I have no idea how to pull something like that together, especially so quickly.”

“So, you’re saying I’m doomed!” Prissy moaned dramatically.

“No, I’m saying that you need someone who knows how to pull off a production like that. Who understands costumes, actors, and sets, and might enjoy the challenge?” Her eyes moved to the guy who had walked out of the school with her. “Someone like Drake.”

“What?” Prissy and Drake said at the same time.

“Listen, Priss, the best person to help you with this challenge is Drake. He’s our drama teacher. He understands sets and actors. If you have to pull this off quickly, he is your best option.” Melissa pointed to Drake, whose dark brown eyes had gone wide, his tantalizing eyebrows furrowed. 

Melissa took a step forward. “I can try to help a little, but honestly, my time is wrapped up in our wedding plans for the end of July.” She gestured between herself and Landon. Prissy understood that she had helped Melissa and Landon get together, but that didn’t make her feel any better at the moment.

Landon wrapped his arm around Melissa’s waist. “Besides being the right man for the job, I bet Drake will take that bribe.” Landon pointed to the basket stuffed full of baked treats.

“Hold on, I don’t think I’m qualified for an event like this either,” Drake said, backing up a step. His eyes, however, were still on the basket of treats, as if they at least slightly tempted him.

Prissy didn’t want to ask a favor from a complete stranger, but if Melissa wouldn’t help her, she had no other options left. Michael said he had no spare time. Her family was busy. She had no employees. She didn’t want any of her other acquaintances or friends to think she couldn’t handle it by going around acting like a beggar on the street.

Image was everything; she worked hard to ensure people trusted her
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