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Chapter 1 
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Caprice Carberry stared at the waves and thought about the realization actual life so rarely matched anticipated life. “Penny, when we planned this weekend, did you picture us sitting on a beach in our hoodies with towels wrapped around us because we were freezing? It’s June, not March. Cape Cod is supposed to be sunny and nice in June with lots of other people on the beach, playing with beach balls and shovels and pails, but there’s no one here but us and some sea gulls. And I’m pretty sure the sea gulls are laughing at us.”

“My teeth are starting to chatter,” Penny Dawson said, pulling her towel more snugly around her. “Maybe we should give up on the beach idea for today and go get some dinner. Clam chowder will warm us up and we can check the weather for tomorrow or Sunday. It has to get better than this.” 

“That’s right. It has to get better.” Standing when Penny did, Caprice folded the towel, then shook the sand off the blanket before draping it over her arm. “Let’s try that other restaurant that looked good, the Clam Bar, and hope it doesn’t start raining or snowing before we get back to our motel room. It would be nice to go home and look like we spent at least a couple of minutes in the sun.”

After they’d been seated at the restaurant and she looked out the window at the distant waves, Caprice studied the unfamiliar menu. She and Penny had done a weekend at Cape Cod every summer since they graduated from UMass with their shiny new degrees, and each time they had stayed in different hotels and eaten at different restaurants since there were so many places to choose from, and they wanted to sample the flavors of all the Cape towns. “Are you having the chowder, Penny?”

“For a starter. Then do you want to split the fisherman’s platter?”

“Sold.” Caprice closed the menu and gazed around at their fellow diners. Her first impression had been right, that the place was filled with couples. Since neither she nor Penny was currently involved with anyone, nor had they been for over a year, being surrounded by so many enviable relationship examples was putting a damper on her enjoyment. “I’ve been mulling over a crazy idea for a while since we’re in a dating drought, but I’m not sure just how crazy it is, and I know you can help me with that better than anyone else I know.” 

“I’m game,” Penny said, closing her menu. “But the server’s coming so let’s order first.”

After they were left alone again, Caprice leaned forward. “You may have noticed we’re almost the only non-couple in here.”

“I did happen to notice, yes.”

“And I know you have also noticed that we have passed that particular age when we had decided in our younger years would be the year we were supposed to be married.”

“I have noticed that, yes. Three years ago for me, and only two for you.”

“Yes, well, I think it’s time to take some serious measures toward finding our Mister Rights.”

“This is where the crazy idea comes in?”

Caprice nodded. “You know how in movies, and maybe in real life, a woman will be going on a blind date and she’ll walk into a bar or a restaurant where she expects to meet a guy named, say, Groucho or Harpo or Zeppo or Chico or Gummo.” When Penny frowned, Caprice said, “Just examples. In a movie it would probably be a Steve or a Harry, a normal name. My idea is we could try something like that, only we go places and approach guys who are alone and pretend we’re looking for our blind date and ask if he’s so and so.”

“Groucho. Or Zeppo.”

“Exactly. And of course he won’t be, and not only because no one names their kids after the Marx Brothers, but this is a way to start a conversation with a guy and maybe, just maybe, the guy will say something like he wishes he was Groucho and maybe he’ll ask if we want to wait with him until our real Groucho appears.”

“You are absolutely right, Caprice,” Penny said.

“That you like the idea?”

“That the idea is crazy. Possibly the craziest you’ve had yet.”

“But do you like it? Do you think it could work?”

“Where exactly do you plan to seek out these fake blind date guys?”

“I know we’re not big on bars, so probably not bars, but we could try sports’ restaurants, the ones with about a hundred TVs, or maybe regular restaurants, or amusement parks, or any places guys go that are in the Dupont area. Unless you want to practice here.” Caprice glanced around. “Well, not here exactly, since everyone in this restaurant is already coupled-up, but maybe at the beach if the sun ever comes out this weekend. Unless you think that would be a mistake because we might meet the perfect guys and we live two hours away and I don’t want to even think about a long distance relationship, and neither do you. Been there and already suffered through that more than we wanted to.” 

“I’m thinking trying to sell the idea that we’re meeting a blind date on a beach isn’t going to work.”

Caprice waved a hand. “You’re right. Not the beach. But there are plenty of tourist shops and museums and gardens we can visit. Coffee shops. Even mini golf.”

“I’m not saying no, I’m just saying I need to think about this a lot so I don’t feel like a complete fool when I try this and guys think I’m from another planet.”

“The planet gorgeous, you mean? With all that blonde hair and your beautiful self, they’ll be falling all over each other claiming they’re your Groucho.”

Penny shook her head. “Just give me a scenario about how you see this playing out.”

Caprice wiggled in her seat, getting more excited because she could sense Penny was caving. “Okay. You and I need to be together, but not together together. Just in the same place. One of us goes in first and the other follows, and we both scope out the single guys. The ones that are by themselves, I mean. And ringless. We probably won’t have our eyes on the same guys because we have different types, thank the stars. Let’s say you see a tall, blond, and handsome. You need to look a little nervous because you’re meeting a blind date, and you should be nervous.”

“Yes, well, the nervous part won’t be hard to fake.”

“Right,” Caprice said. “So you smile and walk up to Mister TBH and say something like ‘Hi, I’m supposed to meet Groucho here, and all I know is he’s tall and blond. You aren’t Groucho by any chance, are you?’ What guy wouldn’t want to say he was Groucho?”

“Let’s assume he doesn’t want to be Groucho and he says he isn’t Groucho. Then what am I supposed to say?”

“If you really like him, you could smile charmingly and say, ‘I really wish you were Groucho. Are you positive your name isn’t Groucho?’ Then he could say he’ll wait with you or maybe he’ll start a conversation and you just take it from there and see if you want to get to know him.”

“I don’t know, Caprice. This sounds really out there. Really, really out there.”

“Just think about it some more. We aren’t going to try anything until we get home.”

“Would we have to take two cars? If we both are lucky enough to find a guy we like, and they actually fall for this Groucho Plan, we might make plans to talk with them for a little while, but if only one of us finds a guy, what’s the other one supposed to do?”

“I haven’t worked that part out yet. But we have a couple of days to think about it. More than a couple of days. Today’s Friday, and really, we have until next Friday night before we put this into motion. Lots of time to flesh it out and cover all contingencies.”

Penny sighed. “Fine. I’ll go with you, but I don’t know if I’m going to walk up to strangers and ask if their name is Groucho.”

“Thanks, bestie. We can practice with each other and come up with actual names to use. Not common names because we don’t really want to do this with a guy with the same name we decide to use. That might be too weird.”

Penny’s eyebrows lowered and her lips twisted. “That’s the only part you think might be weird, Caprice Elise Carberry?”

“There’s no need for middle naming. Everything is going to work out just fine. You’ll see.”
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Lincoln Raines stood in his living room and gazed around, slowly shaking his head. Although his head was well aware of the hell he had been through the past four weeks, his heart was still having trouble processing it all. When his phone rang, he pulled it from his pocket and checked the caller ID before tapping the screen. “Hey, Josh.”

“How are you doing, Linc? You all right?” Josh Hamlin asked.

“Just basking in the lap of luxury, getting used to the new living space.”

“It’ll be easy to keep clean, right?”

“Good point. And it frees up your guest room. I won’t forget what you’ve done for me, Josh, and if there’s anything you need, all you have to do is ask.”

“You did the same thing for me when I needed it, so I’d say we’re even. You feel like going out this weekend? Have a couple beers and some dinner?”

Lincoln knew it was a better idea than staring at the four walls. “Tomorrow okay?”

“Tomorrow’s great. Meet you at Beef and Brew? Say six?”

“I’ll be there.” Lincoln disconnected and walked to the window over the sink, then he gazed outside at his new surroundings. Maybe his life had fallen apart, but his new place, a tiny cabin on a small lake, had a hell of a view. The fact he shared the view with nineteen other cabins was a bit of a drawback, but he imagined the other cabin dwellers also appreciated being able to live at Butler’s Village for reasonable rent, and he also imagined some of them might have interesting stories to tell about how they ended up there.

He could dwell on the fact he’d been only weeks away from buying a home with Nyla, ready to move out of the apartment they had shared for a year, when he’d come home early from work and walked into their bedroom to see just how little Nyla thought of him. She had packed everything she’d brought to their apartment, which consisted of her wardrobe, then left to rejoin the other guy. Wishing Nyla everything she deserved, he’d sold off what remained in the apartment, not needing or wanting the reminder of his failure to read the character of a woman he’d been about to buy his forever home with. 

What he hadn’t done yet was tell his family the great news. Since they were seven hours away in New York, he knew there was zero chance of them dropping in at the old apartment, but, ready or not, he had to suck it up and tell them. 

After the call, which his mother had put on speaker because that was the routine when he called his parents, he took a walk out to the lake and stood on the beach. He hadn’t gone into the finer details of the breakup because his parents didn’t need to know, and he felt somewhat better after the kind words had rained down on him from his mother, with even a few from his father, and he wasn’t feeling anything like normal yet, but he was closer than he had been. All he had to do was avoid dating for the next five or ten years and he’d be great.

Lincoln reached Beef and Brew before Josh, and as it was a Saturday night, he weighed the pros and cons of the crowded bar versus a more easily attainable booth. When the booth won he was shown to his seat, then gazed around at the collection of faces, appreciating that he didn’t see anyone he knew. He was aware he could easily take on hermit-like tendencies if it wasn’t for the fact he didn’t work remotely, and Hutton Engineering expected him to show up five days a week. 

He also suspected Josh wouldn’t let him hole up in the cabin for long. And since they’d been friends since they were kids, Lincoln would tolerate whatever choice of words Josh would use to make sure he didn’t choose a weekend hermit lifestyle. 

And hadn’t Lincoln already shown himself he was capable of trying new things after the swim in the lake he’d taken that morning? Even if the lake was so much like the lake his parents lived on he almost felt as if he were back in Cheskill, New York. Next he’d map out a running route since he wasn’t familiar with his new section of Dupont, and running was going to become his new favorite thing to do. There was no way in hell he was returning to the gym since there was a good chance he might see Nyla there, and whoever the hell the guy was she’d been in Lincoln’s bed with.

He was watching the Red Sox versus Mets game when Josh dropped onto the bench seat across from him. “Nice of you to make it.”

“I was waiting for you to get some wings and a pitcher. What’s holding you back?” Josh said.

Lincoln felt himself smile for the first time in days. 
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DURING THE DRIVE BACK from Cape Cod on Sunday, Caprice said, “I’m feeling even more ready for our big fake date experiment. How are you feeling about it, Penny?”

“More ready than I was when you first shared it with me. But just so you know, if I try it and humiliate myself, I’m done. My poor psyche can’t take repeated embarrassment without dire consequences.”

“That’s fair. But I don’t see how you’re going to fail. If you pick a guy who’s not available, you haven’t done anything humiliating. The guys aren’t going to know what we’re doing because we’re going to be a little bashful and quiet and come off as completely guileless. And since you have perfected that behavior without even trying, you’re going to be fine. I think I’m already envious of the success you’re going to have.”

“Right. Success all over the place,” Penny said, shaking her head. “No matter what happens, I’ll have a story to tell. To no one but you because I’m not telling my parents, but it will still be a story.”

Caprice laughed. “You can tell me all about it as many times as you want because I’ll be sharing mine with you. Just remember, we only need one guy to be the right one. It really makes things very simple.”
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WHEN LINCOLN SAW JOSH staring across the restaurant, but not in the direction of the televisions, he said, “Something interesting, buddy?”

“A blonde. Pretty girl. She’s with a couple of friends.” Josh looked at Lincoln. “You let me know when you’re ready to try again, and I’ll be there for you. And me.”

“Don’t wait for me.” Lincoln took a drink. “I have zero interest, and I don’t see that changing anytime soon.”

“I hear you. But all of a sudden you’re going to see a girl who looks perfect and you can make your move.”

Lincoln knew “all of a sudden” didn’t mean it would be soon. He also knew this hypothetical girl who looked “perfect” wasn’t going to be a blue-eyed brunette. Had he decided to try a different type, instead of his lifelong first choice, he wouldn’t have ended up with a broken heart, living in a cabin that was no bigger than his parents’ garage, and wondering if the concept of happy endings was a load of crap. 
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One week down. It occurred to Lincoln counting the days of his new life wasn’t the best idea he’d ever had, and he decided that was the last time he was going to do it. He had begun his day with a run and a swim in the lake, and he’d be meeting Josh at Beef and Brew later, so his day had been going well. He’d stopped himself from driving past the house he hadn’t bought and the old apartment building he no longer lived in, and work had been going well. And he had nothing to complain about, as long as he didn’t stay in his head longer than necessary.

He didn’t have to do any kind of maintenance on or around the cabin, which had its pros and cons. Having something to do would keep him busy on weekends, but he knew he could find something to do. And having free time wasn’t a bad thing, especially in the summer. The lake was still cold, but once the weather really warmed, it would probably reach the temperature of bath water. Again, nothing to complain about.

Maybe he could make a goal for himself to read more. Autobiographies of Presidents would keep him busy and he’d gain more conversational fodder. Maybe he could become known at Hutton as an expert on history. Shaking his head, he decided it was time for another swim, then he could hit the Dupont Library and take a good look around, with particular attention to the non-fiction offerings. Maybe get a library card. 

Oh, yeah ... He knew how to have fun.
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CAPRICE WAS WAITING in her car in the Beef and Brew parking lot on Saturday night when she saw Penny’s car pull in and aim her way, then Caprice jumped out and headed for Penny’s passenger door. “Are you ready for our mission? And you look lovely tonight.”

“Thank you, Caprice. Whether I’m ready remains to be seen, but I’m here. Are you sure we want to do this?”

“I’m sure enough for both of us. I’ll go in first, and if you decide you can’t do it, can you wait in your car and text me so I won’t worry about you? Since this is basically the trial run, we can’t expect it to be perfect, but we’re going to learn from our mistakes so we’ll know what to do differently next time.” Caprice exhaled, smiling. “I’m really excited about this. I’m thirty-two and single, and I’m ready to do something about that. The single part, I mean.”

“You know what?” Penny asked. “I’m ready, too. And I’m a year older than you, so I guess I’m even readier. Let’s go. Also, you look really pretty in that dress.”

“Thanks. What name did you decide to use, so I don’t use the same one?”

“I think Henry is good. It’s a little old-fashioned and charming, and kind of rare.”

“Henry. Good. I’ll use something different. So we’ll go in, we’ll tell the hostess we’re going to the bar, then we’ll hope we spot a target. I wish we could look through a window to see who’s sitting at the bar ahead of time.”

“What if we slowly pass the bar and check out the guys, then go to the ladies room for a bit, then return. That doubles our chances to check out the possibilities.”

“You are a genius, Penny. One more thing. Should we be unsuccessful, we return to our car and text the other. Did I already say that?”

Penny waved a hand. “I don’t know. Maybe. Let’s go before I chicken out.”

“Here goes nothing,” Caprice said, climbing out of the car. “Good luck, Penny.” As she strode through the parking lot, she felt her courage slowly melting away, but she kept going. She had talked a brave game with Penny, and she wasn’t going to let her bestie down. Even though the chances of actually finding a guy she was attracted to in there were slim, and the chances he was actually available were even slimmer, and the chances he would go along with the plan and say everything she had mentally scripted for him were so slim as to be non-existent, something good could still somehow come out of this.
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LINCOLN HAD HOPED TO get seats at the bar but it seemed everybody else had the same idea, and he let the hostess bring him to a booth near the bar instead. Glancing toward the door, he saw Josh come in and he gave him a wave. The place was as noisy as usual, but the volume didn’t bother him.

“Hey, Linc. You been here long?” Josh said, dropping onto the bench seat.

“Just got here.”

“Saw a buddy of mine on the other side. Order me a Sam Adams while I go say hello?”

“You got it.” Lincoln looked around after Josh left, seeing a server headed for their booth, and he ordered their drinks, then tracked Josh where he stood by a table with three guys. Seeing the Sox were hosting the Rays, he kept his eyes on the screen, expecting it would be a good game even though the Mets weren’t playing.
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CAPRICE TOLD THE HOSTESS where she was headed, walking slowly through the servers with their loaded trays of drinks and meals, her eyes taking in the guys at the bar in seconds. She felt disappointment fill her when not even one guy seemed right, but when she looked around and saw a man alone at a booth, she thought his profile looked distinctly possible. When he turned his head, she got an even better look at his face. Oh, yes. Go, girl. Before someone else gets him.

Marching herself over to
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