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  To all the working-class humans who love a romance novel, but never get to finish it. This story is for you.







  
    
      Time is what we want most but what we use worst.


    

    
      William Penn
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  Prologue

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




In the acts of love, we should never reveal too much because, for some, our hearts can be scary, and for others, they can be short-lived and undecided. If you think I’m lying, then remember that first love, the one you felt would be your only true love. Most reading this might think, hmm, what’s she getting at, and others would be like, ‘yes, I do.’ Do you recall how head over heels you were, only to fall short in the end? Maybe he dumped you, or she ran away, or left for a brighter future. Maybe they still see you, now they’re holding Sally’s hand, and she has great tits. You go home crushed, and you cry it out over some wine or ice cream, depending on your preference, and of course, age. Eventually, you meet another, and another, and it repeats. While some have dated a few, others have dated many—Jakes and Connors, Olivias and Sophies. Whichever way your story goes, let me know. For now — Charlie’s story was a complicated mess because, while Lyle Adams wasn’t her first in anything, he was still a juicy forbidden fruit, and she knew it from the first time she met him at sixteen and still knew it twelve years later, standing outside his restaurant, staring at the sign, ‘Lyle’s Prawns and compliments.’
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Charlie

When Charlie meets Lyle again

If another way existed to stock up my fridge, pay my rent, buy gas, and cover my three-months overdue student loan, I would’ve taken it. I would have taken mascot dancing, food delivery, or even, heaven forbid, babysitting if it paid, neither was going to get me enough to cover the pile of bills stacked up on my bedside table. My rent alone meant I needed all three and an Only fans account.

I didn’t come here because I wanted to see him. Although the sudden rise of my beating heart told another version… I was sticking .to the rehearsed one — I needed a job pronto.

It wasn’t like my dream job waited on my mantelpiece in the form of an unopened envelope. No lines of offers on my kitchen floors as the sitcoms always promised in those way unbelievable TV shows, or that one great opportunity waiting for me at the wrong turn. Sadly, this was my life, real life, and as often as we all wanted to exist in the perfect rom-com, and romantasy saga with a hottie of endless know-how , we didn’t.

In fact these last coupled months were like stepping into a complex equation I didn’t know how to solve and I was pretty darn good at math. I had zero prospects, no invisible quantum line pointing me in some purposeful direction. now, as I glared at the restaurant sign hoping it’d fall off, and Eric from the Prank Panel would run up to me laughing, the conclusion remained — I was fudged.

This morning my landlord knocked like he was a cop on a sitcom about to do a home raid, and the blue collard part wasn’t the only thing real about him. And that said a lot. He was giving me one week to come up with the money.

I couldn’t ignore the guy, or not pay. He was a good guy until you didn’t pay. And I couldn’t pay. So right now, he wasn’t a nice guy. He was a cop, who I owed money to, and those two together should never be in the same sentence.

Three years abroad for a degree that seemingly looked pretty on paper, only to find it impossible to land a job within a country run by an entire marketing scheme unto itself.

The US was the creator of creative marketing, we practically invented the internet and came up with YouTube content and the term social content creator, marketing expert, advertising guru.

We did it big, we did it better and mostly, we were the best. So much so that getting a job as an advertising developer was like asking Starbucks for a job in New York. Not great when everyone else was doing it.

Yeah, that was me. I checked all the broke-girl boxes.

“What are you doing out there? Come on, before he changes his mind.” My brother’s firm yet gentle push didn’t help my queasy stomach or Betty Boop cheeks.

God bless his heart for calling in a favor I didn’t ask for.

Lyle Adams. The favor I didn’t ask for. My brother did and why wouldn’t he? It was his best friend, and his sister needed help.

We walked inside the restaurant. The smell of seafood, though unmistakable, wasn’t as all-consuming as I thought. The place was packed — not your lunchtime eighteen tables packed two-layered floors, and sixty-two tables packed. I knew this because I studied the layout he sent over, the floor plans he attached to the email and the entire job pack.

People sat with their laptops open; cell phones posted to their ears like if you tried prying them away, you’d find out it was glued to their ears. Utter chaos.

My curious eyes searched the area without moving my head as we walked closer to the back doors by the kitchen area.

“Suck it up until you get something more mainstream. I’ll pay for your student loans while you handle the rest. You got it?” Nolan rambled on like he was my savior, and in a way, the Horton men particularly my father and brother believed they were.

“Charlie,” He snapped.

“Yes, I got it. I’m twenty-eight, not eighty-two,” I retorted in a low mumble.

“You should wish you were eighty-two; at least you’d have a retirement plan.”

“Nolan.” That loud masculine voice, I would recognize from any area, any distance, calling my brother’s name.

Lyle Adams.

Back then, he was Lyle. No logo, no fancy seafood sign on glass, no staff members calling him “boss” like he could fire their asses at any given time.

He was my brother’s friend who could fix a broken grill with a fork and lie his way out of stealing a beer or, in his case, play a prank on my dad every Sunday before church.

Lyle was normal. Never the hottest guy on the quad, or the tallest. He had brown eyes, messy hair, glasses, and a cute-ish smile that screamed hair fetish. Not sure why thoughts of his smile popped in my bra it did.

The guy’s voice, made my nether regions quiver, my tendons twitch and my stomach flip multiple times. Because I swear to all that is holy, the guy had a man’s voice then and he had it now.

We both spun around, and there he stood. He was older than the last time I saw him, with a dusting of hair on his face, a new set of round glasses that were thicker-rimmed and a streak of graying brown short-cropped hair.

“How are you, Charlie? Heard you’d be working for us from today.” His way of greeting didn’t surprise me as I plastered my biggest smile on my face. Nolan said, Be happy, give him one of those big Charlie smiles.

“Looks that way.”
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