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      Innocent until proven guilty… or until she falls for the private eye.

      Lexy’s life was less “living the dream” and more “how do I survive being accused of murder?” Yeah, no pressure.

      Between a nightmare boss who makes her barter for days off, a missing locket that’s basically her soul in jewelry form, and a jam-making side hustle she’s convinced will save her from toiling away as a chambermaid, Lexy’s got her hands full.

      Then, at a book fair, Lexy runs into Oliver Beecham—a private eye turned bestselling author and also the guy who shattered her heart years ago—who shows up back in town looking way better than her daydreams ever dared.

      The problem? Lexy’s the prime suspect in a murder investigation, and the only person who might help clear her name is the one guy she’s spent years trying to forget.

      Dodging suspicion, a snarky receptionist, and undeniable chemistry with Oliver is no easy feat. Lexy’s about to learn that surviving the shift was the easy part. This time, the stakes are life in prison—and maybe, just maybe, the beginning of something unexpectedly sweet.

    

  

  
    
      Reckless Encounter

      Hearts of Millbrook

    

    
      
        Willa Brooks

      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter One

        Millbrook, New York

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

        Jersey City, New Jersey

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      
        Chapter Eleven

      

      
        Chapter Twelve

      

      
        Chapter Thirteen

      

      
        Chapter Fourteen

      

      
        Chapter Fifteen

      

      
        Chapter Sixteen

      

      
        Chapter Seventeen

      

      
        Chapter Eighteen

      

      
        Chapter Nineteen

      

      
        Chapter Twenty

      

      
        Chapter Twenty One

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Two

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Three

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Four

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Five

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Six

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Seven

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Eight

      

      
        Chapter Twenty Nine

      

      
        Chapter Thirty

      

      
        Chapter Thirty One

      

      
        Chapter Thirty Two

      

      
        Chapter Thirty Three

      

      
        Chapter Thirty Four

      

      
        Chapter Thirty Five

      

      
        Chapter Thirty Six

      

      
        Chapter Thirty Seven

      

      
        Chapter Thirty Eight

      

      
        Chapter Thirty Nine

      

      
        Chapter Forty

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        👀 Sneak Peak of Reckless Appetite

      

      
        📚Series In Order

      

      
        📣 Leave A Review

      

    

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Lexy Edwards
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      Gritting my teeth in determination as if I was on a midnight chocolate mission, I jammed my hand into the couch cushions. Which, frankly, I’d rather be doing than dealing with the stale smell of old fabric puffing up my nose. My fingers combed through sharp crumbs that bit back, a lumpy button, and something rubbery that squished before snapping back into shape. Was that a petrified gummy bear? Ugh, gross!

      All of this and still, no locket.

      I stood up, blowing a rogue strand of hair out of my face. Stupid thing wasn’t even valuable, not to anyone else, but priceless to me.

      The lounge door creaked open, but I kept my head down, focused on the cushions.

      With quick steps, Louise Finley hurried to her locker, still in her antebellum costume from rehearsal, soft blonde waves brushing her shoulders as she moved.

      My co-worker’s voice floated over, thick with her practiced Southern drawl. She worked hard on her accent, even studying with a voice coach on Zoom. “Hey, sugar. What’s with the forensic investigation you got going on?”

      “My locket,” I replied, sweeping another cushion off the couch and onto the floor.

      Louise’s reflection in the locker mirror caught my eye. Her perfectly arched brows pinched together in a disapproving V.

      “Aw, honey, not the locket. You’ve had that thing forever. I’ll keep an eye out.”

      My lips twisted into what I hoped passed for a smile. Meanwhile, my connection to Oliver was lost among these cushions, or somewhere in this inn. He gave it to me right before he took off.

      “Thanks. I really need to find it before my shift ends.”

      “Hey, Lex, since you’re here, I gotta ask, how’d you swing that day off with the boss?”

      “Peabody’s a sucker for crocodile tears. Plus, I handed over the bracelet my mom sent last Christmas, and now she’s flaunting it like a trophy.”

      Louise’s locker door banged shut as she spun to face me, her eyes wide enough to scare small children. “Wait. You’re telling me you handed over the bracelet? Jewelry? For a day off? Girl, are you insane?!”

      She wasn’t completely off base. I could still feel the bracelet’s cool weight on my wrist, reminding me of how dumb I was for giving it up.

      Now it sat on Peabody’s arm, a prize I’d handed over like an idiot. All because Peabody ran a stronger manipulation game than I could handle.

      At the end of the day, I traded my dignity and a Christmas present for a day off… to hopefully meet up with Oliver at the book fair.

      I called out to Louise as she walked into the changing area. “I’m hoping to get at least one of my sci-fi novels signed. Last year, lines stretched all the way through the lobby. My legs are already writing their will. I’m bracing for at least an hour of standing.”

      “You’re way too dedicated to that book club to give up jewelry for it.”

      “Books are cheaper than therapy. That’s my excuse, anyway.” I replied while righting the cushions.

      What I didn’t say, and wouldn’t, was that locket was my hug from Oli on my worst days. But some things were too personal for workplace chatter. No one knew about him except for Levi. Oli was part of our tight little trio back in high school. I looked at him with my dopey starry eyes, praying he’d one day see me. Spoiler alert: he didn’t. To him, I was his sidekick with an emo streak.

      These days, my work soundtrack has morphed into Defying Gravity, thanks to Louise’s theater influence. Fall Out Boy hadn’t graced my playlist in eons. Once, their angst-filled lyrics were my gospel, the soundtrack to every cringy, tear-streaked journal entry I poured my heart into. A journal I burned at the townie bonfire years ago. The only vestige of my emo days is my waist-length jet-black hair.

      “Speaking of dedicated,” I paused, mid-fluff, fingers sinking into the lumpy cushion as I tried coaxing it back into shape. “How did dress rehearsal go?”

      She shuffled out in her maid’s uniform, her arms weighed down by an enormous emerald antebellum gown. “Good, but I still trip over a few lines. I’ve got some ironing to do before opening night.”

      I squinted. “Seriously, they let you smuggle costumes out of the theater?”

      Louise smirked. “Nope. This is mine. Clearance rack, Halloween costume, twenty bucks. Pure destiny, if you ask me. When I’m done, another theater company is looking to rent it. One more rental after that, and I’ll have enough to afford a new Toyota. Cash. No payments.”

      I laughed. “You’re a genius. How did I not think of that?”

      “Because you’d rather drown in first editions than buy anything remotely practical. Priorities, girl. Priorities.” She winked, then stuffed the dress in her locker. “So… you’re good for the book fair? Day off locked in?”

      “Yep. Along with the bracelet, I volunteered for extra shifts to keep the peace and scrape together rent money.” My chest tightened as the words left my mouth.

      This new side-hustle had better take off. I’m aiming to be “the Jam Queen” of Millbrook to pay bills, so I don’t have to resort to negotiating with my boss for a day off.

      “Of course, Mrs. Peabody acts like every day off comes out of her retirement fund. Anyway, who’s on the roster this week for commons? Renée again?”

      I sank into the freshly fluffed cushions and crossed my legs. “It’s me this week. Things will be weird with Peabody shifting schedules around. Pretty sure she has a dartboard with our names on it back in the office.”

      Louise focused on the reflection in her locker mirror, expertly swiping lipstick across her lips as she spoke. “It’s criminal how she makes you feel guilty for taking time off.”

      “Because it’s a cardinal sin of being visible without our uniform. Next time, I’ll send her a postcard Photoshopping myself in Bermuda, sipping a piña colada with the message, ‘Wish you were here.’”

      “My lord. Can you imagine what would happen if one of us goes on maternity leave?”

      “Fire us. She did it to Carla Gooding.”

      Louise raised an eyebrow, adjusting stray strands of hair into place. “Who’s Carla Gooding?”

      “She worked with my mom back in the day. The poor lady had the audacity to have a life outside the inn.”

      Louise shook her head. “The nerve.”

      “Carla was a cautionary tale. A grim reminder that no one was safe. Mom said that Carla was one of Peabody’s best workers.”

      The alarm on my watch went off. I stood up and dusted my hands down my uniform, smoothing it. “Anyway, I’m off.”

      “Lunchroom for me,” Louise replied. A huge smile appeared on her face, and it made me feel bad for her. No wonder she’d fussed extra in the mirror.

      “He’s not gonna date any of us, you know? He’s pretty iron-clad on that,” I said to her about Ethan Grant, our head chef. Not that I could blame her for trying. That man was as sexy as sin. But I learned my lesson from that Oliver fiasco to never entertain the idea of crushing on Ethan. Hard pass. I’m not lining up for another plate of unrequited love. Once was plenty, thanks.

      “I know. Can’t blame a girl for appreciating fine craftsmanship and looking good while doing it. Anyway, toodles!”

      “Tootaloo,” I sang, the sound spilling out of the room as I stepped into the hall.

      The cleaning supplies closet greeted me with the sharp sting of lemon-scented ammonia, a smell as ingrained as clean air. I grabbed a bottle, then a rag, the movements automatic, honed by too many days of the same routine. My fingers hovered over the trash bag roll, calculating how many I’d need to tackle the coffee cups, candy wrappers, and whatever unholy sludge the commons would cough up.

      “Lexy, there you are. Just the disaster aficionado I need.”

      Ugh, that voice. I didn’t even need to turn around to confirm. My shoulders locked up, and the smile plastered on my face dropped faster than the mop bucket I once spilled in the lobby. I turned to face my doom: Agnes Peabody, barely clearing five-two on a good hair day.

      Peabody’s lips curved in that smug, tight little half-smile Mom had dubbed the “Evil Mona Lisa.” Her gray curls were coiled like she was prepped for combat duty. She wore her olive-green uniform, the one the staff joke about, saying she sleeps in it because none of us have seen her wear anything else. She continued when I didn’t answer. “Lydia went and dumped soup all over the kitchen. You’re up, kid.”

      I blinked, my mind scrambling for an escape route. “Ah, doesn’t Louise have the kitchens this week?” I pointed out, hoping against hope that logic might win over tyranny.

      Peabody’s dark eyes narrowed into slits. As if to drive the point home, she made a small gesture with her hand.

      Her wrist caught my attention. I swallowed hard at the sight of my bracelet glinting in the fluorescent light. Her trophy of my poor decision-making skills. What kind of moron uses jewelry as collateral? Oh, right. Me.

      “She does. But I’m asking you to do this. Forgot about our agreement? You wouldn’t want to test how sharp my memory is, would you?”

      My shoulders slumped. “I’ll do it.” I muttered, resigning myself to the extra work.

      “Oh, and since you’re already on a roll, Mr. Sacks’ room is next.”

      “No problem, ma’am,” I replied, but I was already recoiling. Vincent Sacks, or ‘Mr. Nasty’ as the staff christened him, was an annual nightmare. He wasn’t just mean; he was biohazard-level filthy. Sticky counters, mysterious stains... I could go on... but let’s not.

      Renée once joked that he was sent here by quality assurance to test our gag reflexes.

      It looks like the universe had decided to pile on all my least favorite tasks in one go. Soup duty and Sacks. She’s out for her pound of flesh, no doubt.

      Peabody glided down the corridor. Once she was out of sight, I shot a glare at the empty space where she stood.

      Hmm, maybe I should just spray “I QUIT” on the front window in Windex. Cleanable snark, and no minced words.
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      The cleaning cart wobbled behind me like a tipsy penguin. Each step felt like trudging through wet cement. I was officially operating on 1% battery, my standard post-work state.

      I grabbed the supply closet handle and tugged. Nothing.

      “Ugh, Seriously?” My voice bounced off the walls in the empty hallway. I yanked harder. “Come on, man. Work with me here. Just open, please and thank you. Don't do this to me right when I’m trying to clock out.”

      I pressed one foot against the wall for leverage. Grinding my jaw, I gave the handle one last pull, nearly dislocating my shoulder, but no dice. Fabulous. Guess it’s time to grace the basement with my presence.

      The thought of wheeling this behemoth all the way there inspired me to give it another try. I positioned my leg on the wall again. Just as I was gearing up for round two, a room door behind me opened.

      “Mercy, girl, you trying to pull the building down?” Mrs. Dyer poked her head out of her room and gave me ‘disapproving grandma’ energy over the rim of her glasses.

      I dropped my leg and spun around, activating my customer service face while my ears burned.

      “Mrs. Dyer, I didn’t mean to disturb you,” I stammered, my words tumbling out in a nervous rush. “The door and I were having a disagreement.”

      “Well it sounded like you were bargaining with a gorilla.”

      My brows shot up. Like, what did that even mean? She thought I had Planet of the Apes powers? I couldn't decide if that was flattery or an attack.

      After a beat, she added, “Oh, and while you’re here, can you get me a slice of apple pie?”

      I blinked, trying to parse her words through my 5 PM brain fog. “An apple pie?”

      “Yes,” she insisted, leaving no room for argument. “And see to it that it’s properly warmed, not just tepid. My system can’t handle cold crust. I’ll be up all night otherwise. And don’t forget the scoop of ice cream. Vanilla.”

      You know, I really wanted to ask why she wanted ice cream if she couldn’t handle cold crust, but that was a can of worms I didn’t want to get into. Also, she needed to call the kitchen to make special requests for proper billing. That’s what room service is for.

      “Sure thing,” I said, a strained smile barely holding. “But hey, next time, you should call the kitchen. They handle the food orders, and can prep it much faster.”

      “Oh, and coffee,” she added. “What’s pie without coffee? It’s un-American.”

      “Understood. Let me just store this cart in the basement, and I’ll go coordinate that pie and coffee order for you immediately.”

      I spun the cart around, its wheel screeching as I hurried down the hall. Any second now, I half-expected her to demand I personally churn the butter for her pie crust because her system can’t handle the store-bought kind.

      When the elevator doors close behind me, I jabbed the button to go to the dungeon. Taking out my phone, I tapped a message to our maintenance guy:

      “Bertie, the supply room door is stuck on 2.”

      The double doors swished open, unleashing a rush of damp, musty air. I squinted, until I could make out shapes in the dimness.

      Paintings. Dozens of them, leaning against the walls. The room was a dumping ground for sad furniture: bureaus with missing knobs, sagging couches, all shoved up against each other, looking like they were in exile.

      I took a hesitant step forward and looked around the packed basement.

      It wasn’t just dusty junk. Half the chairs were shrink-wrapped, and none of it matched the inn’s style.

      Goosebumps pricked my arms. This entire setup was giving off seriously sketchy vibes.

      My instincts kicked in. I stationed the cart right outside the elevator, jabbed the first-floor button, and left.

      Back on the main floor, the bustling kitchen smelled like heaven: sautéed garlic and sizzling meat swirling together in the air.

      For a moment, I just stood there, taking it all in.

      A world that made sense. The hum of activity, the clatter of pans made the weirdness downstairs fade into a fever dream.

      I zeroed in on the broad back of Ethan Grant, his chef’s jacket crisp and spotless despite the chaos. Blonde hair tied back under a black baseball cap.

      “Guys,” I called out. “Any apple pie and coffee lying around?”

      “Lex, we’re in the middle of dinner service.” Ethan didn’t bother turning around as he flipped the contents of a pan. “This isn’t Sunset’s. What’s with your sudden pie craving, anyway?”

      I crossed my arms, despite him trying to big-dog me. “Yah, because I want to be here right now instead of going home to my icebox of an apartment. Oh and, Room 205 has an order. This visit isn’t personal.”

      “Pie’s in the fridge,” Ethan said, turning back to his work. “What kind of coffee do they want?”

      My cheeks went hot when I realized I’d bolted before she gave me specifics. “Uh, no clue,” I muttered, rubbing the back of my neck.

      “Just bring up a tray with creams and sugars and let them figure it out,” Ethan suggested, still focused on his dish.

      “Can you prettify the pie, please?” I asked, wincing because of the extra favor.

      Ethan froze, spatula hovering over the grill. He shot me a look over his shoulder, his forehead bunching. “Prettify the pie? We talkin’ sprinkles here?”

      “205 requested whipped cream. I don’t want to screw up her order since I’m barely hanging onto my job as it is. Peabody’s got a ledger somewhere full of my screw-ups. Since I asked for a day off to go to the book fair, I made myself public enemy number one.”

      Ethan called out to the sea of chef’s jackets, “Ryan, help Lex with an apple pie plate. Fancy it up with whipped cream. And throw in some mousse in a separate order.”

      Ryan nodded, opened the fridge door and disappeared behind it.

      I raised both hands like I was stopping traffic. “Hold up. She didn’t ask for mousse. Just pie and coffee.”

      Ethan’s blue gaze met mine. “The mousse isn’t for her, sprout. It’s for you.” A sly smile tugged at his lips before he threw in a quick wink.

      My head jerked back. “Ah, thanks, but why?”

      “You’ve earned it. Heard about you parting with your bracelet and locket. That must’ve stung.”

      I hugged myself. Ethan always knew. It was kind of creepy, honestly. Or, now that I think about it, Louise had gossiped.

      My chest tightened, and I trained my eyes on a stack of plates by the sink.

      “It wasn’t a big deal,” I lied, fingers curling into my apron. “But thanks for the mousse.”

      “Hey, cut it out.” Ethan’s smirk faded, replaced by something gentler. He slid the boxed mousse across the counter. “Seriously, just take it. No guilt trips required. But keep it on the down-low, alright? Gotta protect my chef cred.”

      The corners of my mouth tugged upward, heat creeping into my cheeks. No one can say this man didn’t have a way about him.

      Ryan handed over a tray filled with a steaming coffee, the pie plate and a selections of creams and sugars.

      I walked out of the kitchen balancing the load. A swirl of cinnamon and baked apples hit me, sweet and spicy, making my stomach actually growl.

      That alone saved this day from being a total dumpster fire. It’s the little things.
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      I swear, I walked into the assignment figuring that interviewing a chick dressed like Tinker Bell at an ice rink would be a total cakewalk. Big mistake.

      The second I opened the door, the cold slammed into me. It felt like I’d been dropped into an ice bath challenge. My breath sent up smoke signals like some frostbitten dragon. I tried to hunch down and cinch my scarf, but at this point, the polar vortex had officially won. This was exactly why I’d preferred watching hockey from my couch.

      On the ice, the whole spectacle hit me. Sequins were going nuts, blurring into these bright streaks. And man, the screech of those blades cutting across the rink was enough to peel the paint off the walls. Then, one skater launched into a spin so fast, my head started reeling. I diverted my attention to the rows of seats and found her right away.

      Lena Meredith, my appointment, sat waiting for me in the stands, decked out in a sparkly green tutu and oversized wings. Her phone lit up her hands, her tensed posture broadcasting a vibe of ‘Come closer, and I’ll bite.’

      I descended the steep stairs, trying hard not to land on my face and become the next viral sensation of Guy Falls Down Stairs, which would kill my street cred.

      “Ah, Ms. Meredith?” I shuffled between the seats, the notebook poised in my stiffening hands.

      Her head lifted, the glow from her phone screen flickering across her narrowed eyes as she studied me.

      “Oliver Beecham. Appreciate you carving out time to talk with me. I’ve got a few questions about Cosmo Vincenzo, if you don’t mind.”

      Nothing from her, so I opened my notebook and clicked the pen. “I understand you were close. Any signs of suspicious activity or behavior that seemed off leading up to his death?”

      She snorted, a sharp sound that somehow warmed the frostbitten air between us. “Close? Cosmo strutted like Tony Soprano 2.0, acting as if the mob had him on retainer. He was about as real as Monopoly money. Pretenders gotta pretend, right?”

      Noted. “So... no connections to anything criminal?”

      “Please. He lived in a dump in Fairview. The only thing criminal about Cosmo was his taste in home decor. If he was a true wise guy, he would’ve been able to afford better furniture instead of that beanbag chair with its stuffing coming out.”

      I fought back a smile, quickly noting Fairview. This lead was turning into gold. She was already handing me my next move, and Fairview Apartments the next stop.

      “Mmm…nothing unusual? No erratic behavior, no cryptic comments?”

      Lena paused, wings shifting as her eyes moved to the door for a split second, a typical avoidance tactic. Interesting.

      “All he cared about was Thanksgiving—getting time off for turkey. As for red flags? Umm…none I could think of. Unless you counted his tragic wardrobe. Other than that, he was your average, delusional wannabe gangster.”

      I paused. Other than the apartment, she wasn’t giving me much to go on. Her focus was glued to roasting Vincenzo’s choice in cheap furniture, not providing me with useful info.

      I had a sinking feeling she was going to keep going down this road. They had a system to avoid getting involved in investigations. Throw out every useless detail imaginable so they wouldn’t be subpoenaed. Worked like a charm for them, but it made my job hell.

      Running out of options, I fished out my wallet, searching for a business card. Lena’s sharp eyes latched onto it.

      “Who’s that? Your wife?”

      I froze. My wife? I stopped thumbing through the gas receipts and coffee loyalty card.

      My gaze dropped to the plastic sleeve where her image was still nested. Lexy. Her yearbook photo had been tucked into the card slot for so long, I’d completely forgotten it was even there.

      “Friend.” I flicked my wallet shut and shot her a look, making it clear that this line of questioning was over.

      Lena ignored my que and leaned closer. “Sure. Friend. That explains the Scotch-taped photo. And I’m guessing you’ve held on to it circa…MySpace. What’s the deal? Tough breakup?”

      I passed her a business card. “Nah.”

      The tension dialed down, like the buzz of a low-voltage bulb, still there but less sharp.

      Lena tilted her head, mischief glinting in her eyes. “So... anyone else in the picture?” she asked, her tone practically batting its eyelashes at me.

      I opened my mouth, fully prepared to deflect, but something about her gaze, warm and sassy, jammed the words in my throat. Made me think of someone I used to know. So I answered, “Nope.”
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      I snatched the parking receipt out of my coat pocket from that waste of time at the ice rink and shoved open the door to my office suite.

      Jess, who ran my front desk, rocked her signature blue hair and black-rimmed glasses, slowly stirred her mug. She squinted while reading the monitor, pausing just long enough to skim through the receipt I’d dropped on her desk.

      She glanced up, one brow arching over the rim of her frames. “You look like someone just told you your fantasy team’s tanking. What happened? Crappy lead?”

      These days, Jess could barely stand up without looking like she’d just run a marathon.

      My gut knotted up at the thought of her leaving for maternity, even though I had already started interviewing replacements. Sadly, no one came close to matching her efficiency and sass.

      The heat from the room started thawing me out, chasing off the chill from that ice rink and the freezing wait outside Fairview. Fingers finally thawed, I flexed them and muttered, “More like weird day.”

      “Too weird to watch a raccoon in a bow tie? ‘Cause that’s today’s benchmark.” She motioned to her screen with her chin where her current favorite video series became a joke around the office. “Don’t worry. I’ll send it to you so you’ll have something goofy to watch after you get settled. Anyway. Let me guess. She got cold feet when you showed up and didn’t want to get involved?”

      I dragged my feet toward my private office door, shoulders sagging like a kid forced into doing the dishes. “That was exactly how it went down. I didn’t push her after it was clear she didn’t want to talk. Left her with my number in case she changes her mind, so keep a look out.”

      This case became nothing but half-truths and dead ends. Ask a question around here, and everyone shuts up like I’m the IRS. Welcome to PI work in Jersey.

      Jess offered a tight-lipped smile, without crossing the line into pity territory. “Hate to kick you while you’re down, but your book signing at Millbrook has been pushed back. Stagecoach double-booked the venue.”

      I froze halfway to my office door, rubbing the back of my neck as if that would somehow stop my blood pressure from spiking. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      Jess immediately opened her drawer, tapped out headache pills from the bottle, and slid two green gel caps across the desk toward me.

      “Nope. The inn booked a True Crime panel at the same time as a Sci-Fi author meet-and-greet. Which means the Mafia historians and the UFO folks will be bumping elbows. Anyway, want me to call the hotel and fix your room reservation? I’ll update your schedule, too.”

      “Please.” I picked up the pills. “And while you’re at it, see if the Mars colony is accepting permanent residents.”

      Jess leaned back in her chair, her hand resting on her belly while scanning my face. Her voice dropped slightly, concern seeping through. “Are you okay? Is this Vincenzo case wearing you down?”

      “Those book signings will put us in the spotlight. I can’t risk looking like I’m not solving cases. If one more lead clams up, we’re going to look useless.”

      My gaze drifted toward the wall of glass, to the view of Jersey City stretching out like an endless line of concrete and steel.

      I’ll be back in Millbrook soon. Hope Lex will hear me out and not deck me for leaving the way I did. I flexed my jaw, anticipating the blow.

      “Maybe she’ll call back, boss. That’s been known to happen.”

      I pushed open my office door. “Wrapping up this case before the press tour was the goal. Thought I’d finally get a chance to focus on one thing at a time. Apparently the universe prefers me to multitask.”
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      The expo’s air was alive with low, eager chatter. Hands brandished signed copies, the most coveted prize among the bookish.

      Bodies pressed in on me from every which way. I nearly held hands with a stranger. Standing shoulder to shoulder with Abby in the midst of an onlooking crowd, captivated by the sci-fi author speaking at a podium. His voice poured over us like butter, describing shimmering alien landscapes with twin suns and starship dogfights. Folks ate it up, gasping in all the right places, totally his fanbase.

      Leaning in closer to Abby, I whispered, “Dude’s imagination must be turbocharged. Do you think he dreams in hyperspace? Like, full-on ‘pew-pew’ sound effects and everything? Life must be wild for him.”

      Abby turned to me, her auburn brows arched so sharply they could’ve been drawn with a protractor. “And this is what you’re thinking about?”

      “Hey, I’m just saying. Maybe he can actually see those alien worlds.” I scanned the stalls to see if there was anyone familiar manning them.

      “You never know,” Abby said, her eyes sparkling. “But chances are, he’s just a regular guy with a passion for spaceships and extraterrestrial politics.”

      Her gaze drifted over the sea of faces, a soft sigh slipping out. “Back in the day, I would’ve given my left kidney to land a publishing contract.”

      “Really, Abs? I thought being a librarian was your endgame.”

      Abby shrugged, her ruby lips twitching in a wry smile. “Not always. There was a time when I thought I’d be here, talking about my book. I wrote one when I was seventeen and sent it out to agents. After the rejection train rolled in, it killed the dream super quick. That’s when I pivoted and majored in MLIS.”

      My head bobbed as if I knew what she was talking about. Probably some bougie college acronym. Higher education for me started and stopped with watching Animal House on TV. Sad that she gave up on her dream, though. Rejection’s brutal to a seventeen-year-old.

      I nudged her with my elbow. “Hey, that took guts! Most people never even finish a book, let alone send it out. Just because it didn’t work when you were seventeen doesn’t mean you can’t try again. Seriously, you’re that person who sits down and actually does the thing. That counts for something.”

      I rocked on my heels, playing a game of ‘Where's Waldo?’ Seriously, where was he?

      Not Waldo, but him.

      Half the night disappeared rehearsing what I was going to say to that man. How I’d let him have it. Every argument played out in my head until I could feel the tension crawling up my neck. This discomfort probably came more from anticipation and sleep deprivation than anything real.

      Abby pulled me out of my thoughts. “Lex, who’s got you on meerkat duty?”

      “What? Nobody.” My fingers slid through the loose black waves I’d curled this morning, double-checking that every strand still held its place.

      Abby’s brow arched. “Oliver’s not around, if that’s who you’re looking for. Wasn’t there some kind of booking mix-up? I’m guessing that if he shows up anywhere, it’ll be at Sunset’s. Want to go together after this?”

      She had a point. These things happen when you least expect them.

      My shoulders sagged, heavy and shapeless, but I wasn’t having that today. Summoning my inner queen, I lifted my chin and stood taller. “So, how’s the unpacking? Or are we still at the ‘staring at boxes and hoping it’ll pack itself’ stage?”

      Abby frowned. “Milli from the antiques store, gave me a look when I hugged my armchair goodbye.”

      Snicker. “Hold up girl, you really hugged an armchair? Like, in public?”

      Abby rolled her eyes but smiled, the usual spark of humor still there. “She  was all like, ‘Should I find you a grief counselor before you hand it over?’ I mean…I wasn’t making out with it. After all those years of movie nights, it’s practically family. A proper send-off is totally warranted, right?”

      I stepped closer, closing the space between us. Without thinking, I slid my arm around her shoulders. The familiar scent of her perfume – vanilla and something floral, tickled my nose. “Sorry it’s been rough, babe. If you need me to store a few pieces at my place while you get settled at Levi’s, just let me know.”

      Abby leaned into the hug for a brief second, then pulled back. “It’s sweet of you to offer. I’ll be alright. It’s just… a lot to take in right now. I’ll adjust. Eventually. Maybe.”

      We strolled past brightly colored booths. An author signed books with a flourish, her smile warm but practiced, while at another, the vendor stacked novels like Jenga pieces waiting to topple.

      The heady scent of freshly ground espresso mixed with sugary cinnamon rolls, made my stomach rumble loud enough to turn a couple of heads. I threw up a peace sign to the gawkers and said to Abby, “How about we hit pause for some grub? My treat.”

      Abs bit her lip, her eyes drifting toward the coffee booth. Her shoulders visibly slumping as she forced the tension out. “I swore I’d stick to my diet, but that scent…it’s torture.”

      Confession time: I’d been lanky all my life and managed to stay that way. Hashtag #hateme. But most every woman I met seemed to always be on one, so I tried to respect it. But not today. I smiled, feeling a spark of rebellion in my chest. “Abs, it’s an official cheat day. We’re skipping out on work; might as well go all out. Croissants or death, am I right?”

      Abby’s ruby lips twitched upward. “Fine. But if I don’t fit into my new dress next month, you’re taking out the seam.”

      Renée appeared behind the counter, her wild, dark curls catching the light from above. Her face lit up with that sunshine grin that could have thawed my freezing apartment. “Hey, look at you out and about. Enjoying your day off?”

      I rolled my eyes and tossed my scarf over my shoulder like a cape. “I’m looking at it as a mental health day that I had to trade jewelry to get. Anyway, how did everything work out with you and the boys?”

      Renée pressed her lips together, a knowing smirk playing at the corners of her mouth. “I had to launch a full-scale negotiation with Greg to take the boys this weekend because I had to come in. He pouted like a toddler when he couldn't take his new girlfriend to Saks Fifth Avenue.”

      “What’s the problem? Why can’t the boys tag along?”

      Renée froze mid-pour, her eyes locking onto me as if I had just said the dumbest thing ever. One brow arched, silently asking, ‘Are you for real right now?’

      I winced. “Right. Fruit Roll-Ups don’t quite pair with Louis Vuitton. Sorry about that. I should’ve stopped talking two seconds ago.”

      “Don’t sweat it, babe,” Renée slid the coffee cups toward us with a wink. “It took me a good six months to wrap my head around his mode of thinking after we’d first separated. Turns out he’s a man-child, handling responsibility like a spam call.”

      Was it wrong to want to slug a person I’d never met? My fingers tightened around the warm cup. That fool was more focused on impressing his girlfriend than showing up for his kids. Every time I babysat at Renée's, I’d end up perched on their bunk beds, soaking up stories about schoolyard drama and dino trivia. It always made me wonder how any guy could trade those sweet moments for a one-night stand with someone whose name he’d probably forget by morning.

      Abby wrapped both hands around her latte and brought it up to her face, warming herself against the chill in the convention hall. She offered a soft “thanks,” to Renée, her grey-blue eyes suggesting she’d been turning something over in her mind. Knowing her, she was thinking along the same lines.

      We chewed in silence and drifted toward the True Crime section. A circle of women huddled around a table, their laughter bubbling up in high-pitched bursts. It was a shrill, carefree joy I hadn’t heard in my own voice since... high school, come to think of it.

      “He’s so hot,” one woman gushed, clutching a glossy hardcover to her chest, her hand covering the author’s face except for his brooding eyes.

      Another purred, winking at her friend, her words thick with thirst. “I know, right? He could investigate me anytime.”

      Over her latte, Abby’s twitching lips caught my eye. I barely managed to suppress a snort, but when she cracked first, I couldn’t hold it in. The ridiculousness of grown women fangirling over true crime authors like they were rockstars killed me.

      As Abby and I polished off the last of our pastries, a soft tap on my shoulder pulled me from my carb-induced bliss. I turned to find a familiar face framed by a sleek new haircut. It took a second, but then it hit me, Abby’s aunt was grinning wide.

      “Peg!” Of all people, I hadn’t expected to see Abby’s aunt here.

      Her arms open before I even had a chance to step forward. We hugged, her newly chopped bob swatting me on the nose.

      I pulled away, my hands lingering on her shoulders and took her in. The cut framed her face, making her blue eyes pop. “You look incredible. Love the bob.”

      “Aw, thanks, hon,” Peg beamed, fluffing her tresses like a proud hen. “Sue Kaminsky talked me into it. I told her, ‘Fine, but you’ll need to join my annual bargain hunt.’”

      Peg had left our book club ages ago. She always seemed out of step with the rest of us. But seeing her here now, laughing and lighting up the room, I couldn’t help but smile. Looked like she’d finally found her people.

      We joined the long lineup. I tipped the empty cup to my lips, draining the last drops of coffee.

      Peg spilled the tea about the Shane/Blake situation and how Sue is coming to terms with the fact that Blake doesn’t hate the guy who raised him.

      Abs and I exchanged glances, having already heard the whole story from Blake’s girlfriend, Ashley.

      Someone behind me coughed aggressively, as if to say, “Move already.”

      When I faced forward, the crowd cleared, and there he was.

      Oliver Beecham.

      I stopped where I was, as my muscles locked, breath snagged, and my blood hammered behind my ears.

      He was sitting there, dark blue eyes locked onto mine. I couldn’t look away if I tried. I felt my blink stall, lids dry, but my gaze held.

      Oliver rose from his chair, his eyes never leaving mine.

      Time hadn’t softened him, not even a little. If anything, it had chiseled away the boy I once knew, leaving behind something sharper, and way more dangerous than the kid I crushed on. He watched and waited, like someone used to choosing when to move.

      The wild curls I used to run my fingers through, pretending he had fluff, were shorter now, tamed into gelled waves. His jaw stayed firm, firm suggesting he was someone you didn’t mess with.

      And the stubble. Good God. He probably rolled out of bed and didn’t bother shaving. Unfortunately, it worked. Too well.

      “Lexy.”

      Was it me, or did he just say my name sexier than I remembered him ever saying it?

      Memories flooded of all the nights I cried into my pillow, hands balled into fists against the sheets. I told myself I hated him, over and over, but my whole body ached for him to come back.

      My mind reeled. Every award-winning line I’d rehearsed just in case a situation like this arose, vanished.

      A tremor ran through my hand, and I didn’t even realize I’d dropped the shopping bag until it thudded on the ground.

      Spinning around, I ran toward the exit. Away from the boy who shattered me. And away from the man who could do it all over again.
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