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        ALLISON

      

        

      
        December

      

      

      

      For the first time in Allison Styles’ life, she felt like she finally belonged. 

      I wish I didn’t have to freeze half to death, tangled in Christmas lights to reach that milestone, though. 

      “You okay, Allison?” Lily, her friend and boss at Bloom, called.

      “Yeah, I’m—” Allison turned, trying to see what she was caught on. “I’m good. No worries.”

      She, her friends, and twenty of their neighbors and town council members were decorating the Fairwick Falls town square as if their lives depended on the Tinsel Fest being seen from space. 

      The square practically dripped with twinkle lights. Every tree branch was wrapped, every sidewalk was lined, and all eight sides of the gazebo were frosted with twinkle lights.

      Allison had designed and installed two overflowing gorgeous silk poinsettia arrangements for Santa’s gazebo, courtesy of Bloom. As the head florist of their flagship store, she had to make sure it looked perfect.

      Martha Maroo-Canon, head of the festival decorating committee, chief busybody and one of Allison’s favorite humans, speed-walked toward her in light-up reindeer earmuffs. “Allison, my dear, it’s looking fan-tabulous.”

      “Thanks, Martha,” Allison said, wiggling a booted foot to untwist the lights from her leg. 

      “Make sure to get some of the hot cider. Spiked it myself,” Martha said with a proud smile. 

      Allison was endlessly delighted by the tiny seventy-year-old spitfire. “Oh, I’m good,” Allison said. She was off alcohol, given that she’d try again next month to conceive.

      Her last round of insemination had failed, and her back twinged with her pre-period pain. 

      “Now I just need you to do the very important final job of trimming the last two pillars of the gazebo and connecting all the lights together. Can you do that for me?” Martha asked.

      At thirty-seven, Allison wished she’d outgrown her people-pleasing tendencies, but she practically preened at the opportunity. “Of course, happy to.”

      Martha pointed to the outlet behind Santa’s chair where everything would be connected. “It’s very important that you plug the first one into this second one, and then these other two into the third one. Specifically in that order.” Martha adjusted her red-and-green rhinestone glasses. 

      Allison nodded confidently, wanting to be helpful. “Will do.” 

      Wood fire smoke scented the chilly night air, and Allison took a sip of the hot cocoa from Fox & Forrest  for energy to push through the last bit of decorating. The thick chocolate tasted warm and silky on her tongue.

      She pushed up the sleeves of her Christmas-red chunky sweater and held her cream beret in place as she leaned back, trying to understand how the heck she was going to do this. 

      Allison started wrapping lights around the last two gazebo pillars. Families would take pictures with Santa here, so it had to be perfect. 

      She stretched to wrap the lights like Martha wanted so they’d connect to power at the exact right place. Extending her long arms, she could barely connect them.

      Almost…got it...maybe?

      “You’re doing it wrong.”

      She froze at the smug baritone voice behind her, and grimaced.

      Oh god.

      She tightened her hold on the string of lights and tugged, just to spite him. “Don’t you have somewhere else to be?”—tug—“Maybe in front of a”—tug—“speeding bus?” 

      “So charming,” he drawled.

      She puffed her bangs out of her eyes in annoyance.

      Wells. Fucking. Maroo. 

      Her ex-husband’s divorce lawyer, and one of the only men she truly hated on this Earth. 

      She scowled over her shoulder. Wells sipped a to-go coffee cup, sporting a knee-length navy coat and gray sweater. He was tall—at least 6’5"—with a broad pillowy chest, rounded barrel stomach, and beefy arms that made her gulp when she looked at them. His hair was thick, and though he now wore a very stupid mustache that reminded her of Tom Selleck, his 5 o’clock shadow shaded his jaw in an unfortunately pleasing way.

      Why can’t he at least be unsightly?

      He puffed out his broad chest as he raised a dark eyebrow in challenge at her.

      She blew a pink lock of hair out of her eyes in frustration. Why did she have to have an audience for this?

      She stepped up on the bannister to tug the lights closer. “You don’t even live here.” 

      “I always come home for the Tinsel Fest and—” He growled as she reached for the other string of lights to connect them. “Would you stop that? You’re doing it wrong. Here, let me.”

      With two steps of his long legs, he grabbed the lights from her hands. 

      She tugged it back out. “I don’t want to let your mom down. She said to plug all the strings into this outlet.”

      “You can’t do it like that⁠—”

      “I’m doing it exactly like she said.” 

      “No, you can’t do it⁠—”

      She connected all the Christmas lights together with a victorious smile, and after a split second of the gazebo lighting up, the entire town square went dark.

      Oh. 

      Shit. 

      Aaron, the owner of Fox & Forrest, popped out of his pitch-black cafe behind the gazebo. “Did you tell her you can’t do it like that?”

      “I tried,” Wells called.

      Everyone got their phones out, putting them on flashlight mode. It was unfortunately just bright enough to see the smug look on Wells’s face. “The breaker blows when it’s connected like that. We always undo it before Mom gets to it. Which you would know if you’d have let me do it.”

      How he was the offspring of the sweetest woman she knew, she’d never understand. “I’m sorry,” Allison called out to everyone, mortified. “Where’s the breaker box? I’ll fix it.”

      “It’s on top of the gazebo,” Martha called. 

      Allison gulped. That’s okay. I’m tall. “Anybody got a ladder?” 

      Nash, Lily’s husband, walked up holding his phone. “No, we almost sent Jack to the hospital last time. No metal ladders.”

      Wells sighed behind her. “Oh god. The old-fashioned way then. Come on, you better fix this mess,” he said, waving her over. 

      What the heck was the old-fashioned way?

      “Here, hop on,” Wells said, bending down and patting his shoulders. 

      Allison gasped. “Absolutely not.”

      “You can hoist me up there,” Lily offered.

      “No,” everyone in the town square said in unison. 

      “I got stuck once. Once!”

      “You’re too short, darling,” Nash said, kissing the top of Lily’s head. He pointed at Allison. “We need her height.”

      Being a tall girl was generally a burden. I guess today is no different.

      Wells handed Allison a long wooden stick. “It’s a live breaker, so you can’t touch it with your hands.”

      Allison looked at all the expectant faces staring at her in the dark, illuminated by their phones.

      Guess this is what I get for running into Wells. 

      “Whenever you’re ready, your highness,” Wells said impatiently. 

      She absolutely hated that he smelled so good.

      Why universe, why?

      Her jaw set, she stood on a bench, where Nash and Lily helped her climb onto Wells’s tall shoulders.

      Having his head between her thighs was a bizarre experience. His big hands clamped onto her thighs, and she squeezed them at the contact. “I’m not wearing enough layers for this to not be weird,” she muttered. 

      “You think you on top of me is a picnic for me?” Wells said. 

      Ugh. Hello nightmares, here’s the fuel you asked for. 

      Their combined height was now almost nine feet, and Allison wielded the long wooden stick with just enough accuracy to open the metal door and flip the hidden breaker box on the gazebo. 

      Lights twinkled on throughout the square. Everyone cheered, and Allison grimaced through a smile, still feeling so embarrassed. “Sorry,” she called.

      She gingerly climbed onto the bannister and hopped down from Wells’s shoulders. 

      “Let’s never do that again,” Wells muttered, straightening his coat. 

      Allison rolled her eyes. “Such a drama queen. Like it would be some terrible burden for my legs to be wrapped around your head again.”

      He smirked at her.

      As soon as the words left her mouth, she heard the unfortunate double meaning. “Wait, that’s not what I⁠—”

      “Sounds like you wish you could wrap your legs around me⁠—”

      She pointed a finger in his face. “I would never want you anywhere⁠—”

      “I can promise you,” he said, leaning over her with a growling whisper, his eyes heated as they flicked to her lips. She gulped. “I’ll put my head anywhere else on the fucking planet than between those long legs again, Styles.”

      He sailed out of the gazebo.

      Allison cursed herself for building a life she loved in Wells Fucking Maroo’s hometown. 
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      The happy sounds of a busy Fairwick Falls Christmas market surrounded Allison two nights later. 

      Nearly drowning out her mother’s complaining. “I can’t believe they’re charging these prices,” her mother said, grimacing.

      Twinkle lights were strung from market stall to stall, and Christmas music was holly jollying all around them. 

      Allison had hoped that this would be a fun mother-daughter bonding experience, but unfortunately, it was turning out like normal—with her trying to make her mother happy. Her younger sister was supposed to meet them but had bailed, per usual. She was flaky, and no one other than Allison seemed to care.

      Her eyes landed on adorable Christmas onesies and hand-knitted booties at the next table, and her heart wrenched. Her fingers found the sky-blue yarn and caressed it. 

      “Oh, aren’t those cute?” her mother said. 

      Tears filled Allison’s eyes at how much she wanted this. Cuddly onesies in snowflake prints. Cozy winter baby blankets. The adorable smile of a baby staring up at her. 

      She’d been so disappointed that her last round from the sperm bank hadn’t stuck. She’d eaten her weight in Christmas cookies from her best friend’s bakery to soothe her sadness. 

      Her parents were completely unaware that Allison had been trying to have a baby on her own. They wouldn’t approve, and uncharacteristically, Allison had decided to try it anyway. One of the many steps she’d made to build the life she’d wanted after getting divorced.

      She’d been trying for the last four months via sperm donors, and nothing had stuck. Her doctor told her not to worry, but she wasn’t sure how long she could keep doing this. 

      Allison stepped back from the baby clothes and surreptitiously wiped her eyes. Allison twisted her waist, trying to release the pressure in her lower back. 

      “Are you okay?” her mother asked as she perused holiday decor for sale. 

      “You know how my periods are.” They’d always been pretty bad. It was normal for her to miss days of work or school, nauseous from the pain. 

      “I had it so much worse,” her mother said as they wandered through the stalls. “I’d have to be in bed for days. You’re lucky you don’t have it that bad.” 

      Allison smiled through the pain radiating from her lower back. “Yup.” 

      “Your sister has it even worse. Poor thing. That’s probably why she couldn’t make it. She needed to take care of herself. Now, did you make a list of things that we’ll make on Christmas for the family?” her mother said, all in one breath. 

      Story of my life. Feel sorry for Molly and expect Allison to do the work. 

      “Yes, I did,” Allison said, trying to ignore her feelings. It would make her life easier if she kept her mother happy—which would keep her father happy—which meant he probably wouldn’t have a rage-y, emotional outburst on Christmas if she planned everything just right. 

      “I was thinking we could⁠—” 

      “Oh, there are the Bunko ladies,” her mother said, waving to some older ladies across the square. Her mother started walking toward them.

      “Or…we can talk about it later,” Allison muttered.

      She’d make sure everything for the meal was all there. To smooth everything over. Keep everything running. Make everybody happy. 

      That was all she’d ever wanted. 

      A big, happy family. 

      A commotion of jingle bells and noise caught her attention as a man playing Santa walked into the market square. 

      He was incredibly tall and was decked out in the full Santa costume. Allison squinted, trying to see who they’d gotten this year for the role. 

      Is that Nash? 

      Little kids stopped in their tracks to wave. Santa waved back sweetly, and a horde of Girl Scouts surrounded him at knee level, chattering at him. 

      Twinges of jealousy ached in her chest. Lily is so lucky to have a husband who’ll be that good with kids. She was happy for her friend and boss at Bloom, but still. She wanted that for herself. A partner who made her swoon over how he’d treat their family. 

      A toddler insisted on being picked up, and after checking with the parents, Santa lifted him up and talked as if they were confidants. The little boy smiled shyly, flopping his light-up sneakers. Santa pulled a small stuffed teddy bear from his pocket, no bigger than a lollipop. Allison realized it was because the boy was too little for hard candy. 

      Man, Nash is so good at this. She didn’t remember him doing it last year. 

      Olivia Maroo, Martha’s daughter and somehow angelic sister of the demon spawn Wells, appeared in the crowd, hand in hand with her boyfriend and his six-year-old, Annabelle. They made for a heart-achingly adorable family unit. 

      “Hey, you three,” Allison said with a bright smile. “All settled in after the move?” 

      Olivia wrapped Allison in a big hug. “Yes, and still sore. Thank you again for all your help.” 

      Allison absolutely loved that she had a friend group now. She’d lost her social network in the divorce four years ago, and keeping sweet people like Olivia in her life was her number one priority. 

      “Let me know if you need help unpacking,” Allison said, always wanting to be helpful. It was how she showed people she cared, and selfishly, she liked to be needed. 

      “It’s Santa,” Annabelle said, jumping with excitement. “Santa! Santa!” 

      Santa walked toward them, but then something impossible happened. 

      Nash and Lily rounded the corner. 

      How can Nash be in two places at once? 

      Allison looked closer at the man walking toward them, ho ho ho-ing with a convincing bowl-full-of-jelly laugh. 

      Wait. 

      The man with a charming twinkle in his eye, the perfect Santa who enchanted small children and their parents, was not her friend’s husband.

      Horrified at her slip up, Allison whispered into Olivia’s ear, “Do you think it’s ethical for Santa to be played by an evil divorce lawyer?”

      Olivia smiled as she whispered, “Behave yourself.”

      She’d smashed cake in his face one time. One time!

      But he’d so had it coming. 

      For dragging me through a stupidly unnecessary prolonged divorce and for… She gulped, remembering.

      Other reasons. 

      “Who do we have here?” Wells/Santa said with a twinkling smile at Annabelle. 

      Annabelle hid behind her dad’s legs, suddenly shy. 

      “Annabelle, it’s okay,” Olivia said.

      “No,” Wells said gently. “She doesn’t know me. It’s always okay to be shy with strangers.”

      Had he gotten a personality transplant in the last forty-eight hours?

      He crouched at Annabelle’s eye level and gave her a warm smile. “My elves said you’ve been very good this year, Annabelle.” 

      Annabelle peeked out. “They did?”

      “Mm-hmm. They said you were a good helper to your dad, and you didn’t mind that Olivia burned your Christmas cookies.” 

      “I didn’t know Santa was so judgy,” Olivia muttered, with an indulgent smile at her brother. 

      He laughed that deep, rumbling Santa laugh. “Will you come see me at the gazebo and tell me what you want for Christmas?” 

      Annabelle took a candy cane tied with red velvet ribbon from him and nodded her head hard. 

      “Good,” Wells said, bopping her pert nose with his white-gloved finger. 

      Allison’s heart involuntarily squeezed at Annabelle’s belly laugh. 

      It’s because Annabelle is adorable, obviously. That’s why. Nothing to do with the buttface in red velvet. 

      Wells stood to his full height, his eyes twinkling with mischief. 

      He offered a candy cane to Olivia. “I know you have been very good this year.” Wells handed one to Annabelle’s dad. “As have you.”

      Wells finally turned to Allison, and his eyes lost their jolly kindness. “And you. Well…” Flinty eyes full of mischief stared back at her from behind his fake Santa spectacles. 

      Crap. She should have escaped by now.

      Wells reached into his pocket and pulled out a lump of coal. “This is all you get for being number one on my naughty list.” 

      Allison narrowed her eyes but played along, given Annabelle was right there.

      Allison yanked it out of his hand. 

      “Oh, Santa, thank you so much,” she said flatly, with a smile that hid her seething anger. “I can’t wait to throw this at someone specific later.” 

      Wells raised his eyebrows. “Guess you’ll have a permanent place on my naughty list.” Wells meandered on, being adored by all the children who saw him.

      He probably loves that, all the adoration. He’s probably tricked everyone else in this whole town into thinking he’s actually a nice guy. 

      “Let’s get in line,” Annabelle said, pulling her dad over to Santa’s gold-and-red chair in the Christmas-light-covered gazebo. 

      “He doesn’t even live here, but he keeps popping up when my defenses are down,” Allison said to Olivia. “As soon as I think he’s gone, bam”—Allison held up the coal—“I get Maroo’d.” 

      She’d spent an unfortunate Thanksgiving dinner across the table from him after being assured by Martha that he wasn’t joining. He always appeared where she least expected it—at Fox & Forrest for her morning chai latte, at Bookish as she browsed the thrillers. She’d even ducked behind a tire display at the hardware store for ten minutes until he’d finally left. 

      “I think he misses it here. He’s been in Philly for so long, and now that my mom and Pop are married, and I’ve moved back, I think he’s having trouble staying away.” 

      Allison groaned. “And I wanted to buy a house here.” 

      Olivia laughed. “I’m sure this small town is big enough for the both of you.”

      She was called away to join the family Christmas picture with Santa and Allison waved, staring after her.

      Wells sat in the gazebo in full Santa mode. A little boy sat on his lap for photos and chattered at him. 

      Playing Santa is the perfect role for him. Empty promises, a costume that fools everyone, and in the end he risks nothing. 

      Allison was left alone at a table full of adorable Christmas baby clothes as she waited for her mother. The ache of disappointment at not getting pregnant reared its head. She’d tried to shove it away, burying herself in work.

      But that was no match for little footie gingerbread pajamas, velvet Christmas dresses, and hand knitted booties. The soft material called to her as she ran a hand over it.

      She wanted to be a mom so badly.

      This evening had been full of too many happy families around her. Too much joy that she couldn’t share with someone. Too many twinkle lights and happy smiles and cups of cocoa with loved ones. 

      So many things she’d never have. 

      She needed to grab a piece of it for herself somehow. 

      Peering over her shoulder, seeing her mother still busy, Allison gave in to her impulse. 

      She grabbed a red velvet Christmas dress and a baby beanie with crocheted reindeer antlers and quickly paid. 

      She felt like she was breaking a rule, buying unnecessary clothes for a nonexistent baby in full view of a nosy small town. 

      Giddy happiness at holding them to her threatened to bubble out, and she pinched her lips together. She safely tucked the sweet clothes into her oversized purse. 

      For some day. 

      As she steeled herself to face her mother again for the car ride home, Allison tried to memorize the holiday sights in front of her. 

      The puffs of smoke-like heat from friends laughing over hot drinks in the cold. Children running around the big decorated tree at the center of town. Families clasping mittened hands, enjoying a night together in a perfect small town as colorful Christmas lights reflected onto their happy faces. 

      She couldn’t wait to come back next year. 

      Maybe by then, I’ll have a baby in a reindeer beanie with me.
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        WELLS

      

        

      
        January

      

      

      The tension in Wells Maroo’s shoulders rose with every floor the glass elevator passed. 

      Four. 

      Five. 

      It was the Monday after New Year’s—a divorce lawyer’s busiest day of the year. His stomach roiled. 

      Six. 

      Seven.

      I should be back in Fairwick Falls, untangling the mess I made. Not listening to eighty-five voicemails of the same old story: “Marriage is a sham, and I want out.”

      Releasing people from the unending stupidity of marriage had enabled him to buy a nice condo, nicer cars, and a nest egg for his future plans. 

      His heart wasn’t in it any longer though. He was only here for a paycheck, wishing he was five hours west, living a carefree life behind a diner griddle. 

      Eight. 

      Nine.

      He sighed at the golden yoke around his neck. 

      He wanted very specific things for his life. Those things were expensive, especially after he’d bought his stepfather’s diner in secret, knowing he needed the money to retire. 

      He’d hated that Pop—a man in his eighties—had still been working every morning at dawn. Wells wanted him to enjoy the fruits of a hard, honest life. 

      So Wells had done what Wells normally did. He took care of it. 

      Just…in an unconventional way.

      Thirteen.

      Fourteen. 

      Pop, the softie, would have given him the damn thing, so Wells had created a shell corporation to purchase it. Even now, his mom and Pop had no idea he’d been their buyer. 

      It was supposed to be a simple investment, but it had become a grease-covered weight around his neck nearly overnight. He’d fired two entire kitchen staffs after the food had reportedly become inedible. 

      His shoulders hunched with tension.

      It would kill them to know that he had been the one to fuck up Pop’s legacy. 

      Twenty-two.

      Twenty-three. 

      Pop had practically raised Wells, had given him his first job, helped him become the man he was going to be. When Pop married Wells’s mom two years ago, he’d been so happy to finally call him family. 

      Twenty-six. 

      He’d fix his mess; he always did. 

      He just needed time.

      But, as the elevator dinged for the twenty-ninth floor, Wells realized his number was literally up.

      Gleeful, giddy smiles haunted the hallways as he walked to his office. Murmurings of “new Porsche,” “second home,” and “trip to the Maldives” were smoke-like wisps in the air. 

      Wells shrugged out of his custom-made trench coat—it was hard to find clothes for his husky, linebacker-style body—and saw seventy missed voicemails on his office line. 

      And so, he began. 

      With a grimace, he opened his voicemails. His eye caught on one in particular.

      New Beginnings Surrogacy Agency. Voicemail, one minute long. 

      He gulped. 

      This would be the fourth company he’d reached out to. 

      As he was about to hit play, a familiar ruckus echoed in the hall. “Guys, stop running,” Ben, another law partner, called. 

      Two little hooligans waging war in puffy coats burst into his office. “Uncle Wells!” Aiden ran in with his hood half over his eyes. 

      Wells leapt from his chair and growled as he swung Aiden upside down. “Who is storming into my office?” Belly giggles shrieked out from Aiden. 

      Ben rounded the corner, a grateful look on his face.

      “Me next!” Braxton, the younger one, pulled on Wells’s leg. He picked up Braxton and held them both upside down in the air easily.

      “Did this riffraff piggyback in off your badge scan?” Wells said with a smile. 

      Ben sighed, zipping his coat. “Snow day.” 

      Wells held Braxton in front of his face with an exaggerated frown. “So you’re not here to take depositions?” 

      “What’s a dep-sition?” Braxton giggled as Wells swung him.

      “A very annoying game of tag. Did you guys have a good Christmas?” Wells said, setting the boys on his office couch. 

      “I got an Action Man Thunderdome set,” Aiden said, jumping on the sofa.

      Ben wrapped his scarf around his neck. “Aiden, get off the couch.” 

      Wells waved away the concern. “Jump harder, I want to expense a new one anyway.” 

      Ben shooed them out. “Come on, guys. We need to leave Wells alone. It’s a busy day today.”

      “You’re not working?” he said to Ben over the kids’ chatter.

      “No,” Ben said with a meaningful eyebrow raise. “She had a spa appointment she couldn’t change.” 

      Ben’s divorce was a classic case that Wells could recite upside down, backwards, with his eyes closed: they fell in love, got married, had two kids, fell out of love, divorced, and then tossed the kids back and forth. 

      “It’s fine,” Ben said, zipping Aiden’s coat. Wells zipped Braxton’s for him. “I came in early to get some work done, but I’ll catch up tonight. Come on, guys. Say goodbye to Uncle Wells. I don’t want them destroying the glass sculpture in the lobby. Again.” 

      “It was ugly anyway,” Wells called as they tramped toward the elevator. 

      Maybe he’d stop by Ben’s tonight and bring him dinner. He’d need Ben’s advice if he actually could find a surrogacy agency who wanted to take him as a client. 

      He completely understood that they needed to be picky about who they worked with. There were a lot of idiots and creeps out there. A single guy who wanted kids but didn’t want a partner or marriage sounded strange on paper, but Wells wanted a family. 

      You could count on family. 

      You couldn’t count on love. 

      Ben’s laugh echoed in the lobby at something one of the kids said, and Wells felt that pang of jealousy. 

      He’d been so lonely for so long, wanting a family, but not finding a partner who wanted to do it his way.

      He decided to dive into the pile of messages waiting for him, holding his nose through another year of fights and betrayals that made his blood boil on behalf of his clients. 

      Surrogacy was incredibly expensive, not to mention the cost of private school in Philadelphia and then college. He was completely over this career, but it was the only way he could afford what he wanted, the way he wanted it. 

      As he picked up his office phone to listen to the voicemails, his cell rang. 

      Olivia. 

      Strange. His sister didn’t call him. Especially not at ten on a Monday morning. 

      “Look,” he said in lieu of hello. “I know you hate the diner’s food. I promise I will fix it as long as you don’t tell Mom and Pop. Just let me get through this list of voicemails that is from here to New Jersey.”

      “Hey, Wells.” Olivia’s voice was wobbly, unlike her. 

      Chills ran down his spine. 

      “Pop’s in the hospital.”
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        ALLISON

      

      

      Allison eyed the maple-glazed danish behind the coffee shop glass. Should I get my usual? Or the cherry one since it’s a special occasion?

      Today could be the most important day of my life, after all. 

      The first Monday of the new year, chock-full of fresh starts, felt like the perfect day to get pregnant. 

      Something felt right about restarting her journey to becoming a mom today.

      Allison checked her phone with anticipation. Only thirty minutes until her insemination appointment. 

      Maybe round five will stick. 

      She’d finally gotten off the waitlist at a high-end fertility clinic in Elliotsville only two blocks from her favorite coffee shop. She’d stopped in to kill time so she didn’t nervously pick at her cuticles in her car. 

      She’d come to the funky coffee shop countless times—almost every Monday for a year—as a challenge to do things she wanted to do since her divorce. 

      Maybe a rosemary scone?

      She bit her lip, catching her frowning reflection in the glass. 

      What grown woman doesn’t know what she wants to eat? Get it together, Allison. 

      Cherry danish. Definitely. 

      Or…maybe a chocolate chip cookie. 

      Allison finally walked to the register, smiling at the barista that was there on Mondays. “Hey, Kaylee. How was your New Year’s Eve party?” They’d chatted about her plans last Monday. 

      “Oh.” Kaylee’s smile was tinged with confusion. “It was…good. I’m sorry, what was your name again?” 

      Allison blinked and grinned through the anxiety spike. So awkward. “Allison.”

      Why do you always do this? You always like people more than they like you. You’re so forgettable. 

      She’d hoped dyeing her hair peachy pink would make her more noticeable, make her more herself after the divorce. 

      Yet she was still often met with blank, confused stares.

      Yes, I have been a loyal dry-cleaning customer for five years, Mrs. Nance. No, I’m not new to the book club—I picked the book last month. Why no, I don’t need a realtor, I’ve lived in this neighborhood for two years. 

      Kaylee nodded. “Right, sorry. Did you have a good New Year’s Eve?” 

      This woman doesn’t remember you. Don’t waste her time. Allison smiled convincingly. “Yeah, it was good.”

      New Year’s Eve was not, in fact, good at all. 

      She’d spent it curled up on the couch, not able to stomach a party full of in-love couples. She’d spent it with her knitting, making headway on a newborn hat with adorable little bear ears. 

      “My usual, please,” Allison said. 

      Kaylee grimaced and shrugged. 

      “Right, sorry.” Every Monday, Kaylee! Every! Monday! “Maple-glazed danish and a decaf chai latte.”

      “You got it. Is Allison two l’s or one?” Kaylee said as she uncapped a sharpie for the to-go cup. 

      “It doesn’t matter.” Allison shrugged with an apologetic smile.

      “Well, how do you spell it?” 

      Allison shrugged again, trying to make this as painless as possible. “Either is fine.”

      “But like, which one is it?” Kaylee frowned, concerned that Allison wouldn’t tell her. 

      “Um, it’s two l’s. Sorry,” Allison said, glancing at the line forming behind her. “It’s usually like a whole thing. One l is fine too.”

      Kaylee stopped writing on the cup. “So it is one l?”

      “No,” Allison said, squeezing her eyes shut, mortified. 

      Why am I like this? Why do I want her to like me so badly and in doing so become a human equivalent of a chair squeak that sounds like a fart?

      “Two l’s, thankyousomuch,” Allison said, pushing the exact cash and change for her order with a twenty percent tip toward Kaylee, and spun on her heel to fake-read the bulletin board at the end of the counter. 

      Yep, stare at this flyer for seniors’ Tai Chi in the park. Totally normal. 

      An excruciatingly awkward five minutes later, she sipped the creamy, spicy drink in her cup labeled “Allison Alison Allison” and started the two-block walk to the future that awaited her at the hopefully-worth-it expensive fertility clinic. 

      They’d convinced her that it was worth the extra money since she could buy a larger sample and they’d store it for up to ten years. 

      Allison planned on two kids. She knew it would be a lot as a single parent, but plenty of people did it. She hated the idea that her baby would be all alone when they got older. 

      She rounded the final corner on the chilly, short walk and blinked in surprise.

      The fertility clinic was in utter chaos.

      What on earth? 

      Three news vans were parked cattywampus, and police officers rolled yellow tape around the perimeter. Men in FBI jackets were escorting the lead doctor, the face of the fertility clinic—her doctor—out the door. 

      In handcuffs.

      Allison’s jaw fell open, and she quickly crossed the street.

      A Channel 7 reporter talked into a mounted camera. “The New Beginnings Fertility Clinic in Elliotsville has been caught in a massive, fraudulent scheme. Sources say the owner and lead doctor sold his own sperm to unsuspecting clients, marked up as young, successful, premium donors.” 

      Allison blinked in shock. Her doctor was tiny, at least seventy years old, wore thick glasses, and was bald save for seven hairs combed over his scalp.

      “Oh my god.” Allison shuddered, thinking of her narrow escape. 

      What if she had gone in an hour earlier? What if the appointment had stuck? 

      She’d paid for ten rounds. 

      She’d already dipped into her pregnancy fund, knowing that her out-of-pocket cost for going to the hospital would be large. She’d rationalized that she’d have nine months to build it back up again. 

      All that money. Would she be able to get it back? 

      She wasn’t sure of anything in the world right now.

      A wave of nausea hit as she thought about what she’d narrowly escaped, the weight of it landing in her face. 

      Allison slowly backed away from the chaos in front of her. 

      Her chai latte tasted sour, and she tossed it in the trash as she walked back to her car.

      Is there anything else you’d like to throw at me today, universe?

      She slammed her car door and sat in shock until a call came through her Bluetooth speaker from her mom. 

      Allison sighed with the relief of focusing on someone else’s very solvable problem and hit accept. 

      “You’ll never guess what your father has done.”

      Allison gulped, happily shoving away her problems to manage somebody else’s. “Tell me all about it.” 

      As the eldest daughter, she’d been her mom’s therapist and her parents’ marriage counselor since she was five years old. 

      Her mom chattered and Allison half-heartedly murmured, “Mhm, mhm,” in the right places. 

      The drizzling rain fell in harder sheets as she drove through Elliotsville back to Fairwick Falls. The dingy, gray January afternoon hurtled toward night. 

      “And I didn’t even tell you what happened last night. We’ll never be able to go to Vichetti’s again,” her mom continued to monologue. Her father had thrown a fit at dinner last night because the restaurant had changed their dessert recipe. He’d been an exacting man his whole life, and the Styles family had learned to walk on eggshells to make sure that whatever they said didn’t set him off.

      A funny sound came through the speaker, and Allison glanced at her phone, noticing that her battery was at three percent. She’d left her charging cable at work. 

      No problem, she’d be home in forty minutes, and she easily knew the way. She hopped off the highway to take a shortcut back to Fairwick Falls. 

      “Mom—”

      “And then, he said⁠—”

      “Mom—” 

      “But he didn’t listen, did he?”

      “Mom. I need to let you go, my phone—” The call cut off. 

      The telltale beep of her phone dying almost pushed her over the edge. Almost made her cry because of course she’d be driving in the icy rain without a phone, and of course she couldn’t even stop her mom from talking about herself long enough to tell her what was happening. 

      As she turned on a familiar curve in the early twilight, two deer darted out onto the road. 

      “Shoot!” Allison swerved to avoid the young doe and large buck in the road, skidding on a patch of thin ice along the shoulder. 

      She slid into a deep ditch, thankfully landing in a muddy bank. 

      Her hands gripped the steering wheel so they didn’t shake as she took stock. I’m okay. I’m safe. 

      She revved the car’s engine and went nowhere.

      I’m stuck. 

      She ransacked her car for a charger, trying to keep her panic at bay, but no luck. 

      Allison climbed out of the car and up the small bank to the country road. No houses for miles, only dark, empty fields in the whistling cold wind.

      She was on the side of a dark, rainy road, at least thirty miles from Fairwick Falls. 

      She gulped. 

      Fuck.
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        WELLS

      

      

      Wells zoomed off of the highway onto a back road to Fairwick Falls, his heart having been in his throat for the last four and a half hours. 

      Pop was in the hospital. 

      He’d fallen during pickleball, and they were worried he might have a hip fracture. Wells had only gotten infrequent updates from Olivia. 

      Wells gulped, knowing what a hip fracture would mean for an eighty-year-old man. 

      Reduced life expectancy, nursing home. 

      And he just started his retirement. 

      Pop had worked so hard his entire life. Poured everything he had into the town, into others. 

      I’ve never even told Pop what he means to me.

      Icy rain was coming down, making the roads slippery as the sun set. Wells’s eyes scanned the horizon for animals by second nature, and he squinted as his eyes caught on someone walking along the road. 

      A woman? Walking a dark, empty road in the rain by herself?

      He slowed. 

      He had to get to the hospital, but at the very least, he could call somebody for her.

      Long legs strode across the roadside in the rain. Distinct peachy pink hair stuck out from a beanie.

      The uptight, stick-in-the-ass gait could only be one person. 

      “Son. Of. A. Bitch,” he muttered.

      She might murder him, but at least he’d know who was murdering him. 

      He rolled down his window as he pulled up next to the bane of his fucking existence. 

      “Get in,” he yelled.

      She jumped and put a hand on her heart in surprise. Then he heard a muffled curse as she peered into the car. 

      “No,” she yelled, still stomping down the highway. 

      So annoying. “Get in,” he said more forcefully. “It’s raining.” 

      “Sleeting, actually,” she yelled and wiped her nose. 

      Was she crying?

      He growled as he rolled his car slowly alongside her. “It’s freezing, pitch black, and the next house that has people in it and not nineteenth-century barn ghosts is over two miles away.”

      “I hate you.” 

      “I’m not so fond of you either, but I can’t leave you here. What if my mom finds out?”

      Allison barked out a laugh. “I can’t wait to tell her. She likes me better, you know.”

      Trust me, I know. He’d had his ear blown off from his mother’s lectures after their incident—which he still maintained was an accident—on Thanksgiving. 

      “I can’t leave you alone out here, even if you are the human equivalent of an inspirational quote on a coffee mug.” He slowly rolled the car as she stomped along. 

      She had so many facial expressions of rage, he’d expected to see her jaw drop in outrage. That was his favorite one. 

      Instead, she wiped the arm of her coat over her cheeks and stood straighter. “I don’t need you to make me feel worse.” Her bottom lip wobbled on the last word. 

      He stopped the car. Luckily, she stopped too.

      He sighed, knowing which heartstring to pull to get her in the damn car. “I don’t have time for this. Pop’s in the hospital.”

      She turned quickly, her face in shock. “Is he okay?” 

      “I don’t know yet. But I might sometime tonight if you get in the fucking car.” He pushed open the passenger side door. 

      She scowled at him, thinking. 

      C’mon, c’mon. We don’t have time for this. 

      “Fine,” she sighed. She bent down, peering into the ultra-low sports car with a horrified look. “How do you get in this thing?” 

      “Try being cool for once in your life,” Wells said, gritting his teeth. 

      She slowly, awkwardly slid into the low seat foot-first. “It’s like I’m sliding”—she grappled with the door handle, half in the car—“into my own casket. Aagh⁠—”

      The door opened wider, sending her torso flailing out of the car as she hung on for dear life. 

      Her lace-up Mary Poppins-style boots kicked at his custom leather interior. 

      “Jesus Christ, woman. I’ve never met someone”—he grabbed her waist and hoisted her into the car so she slammed back into the passenger seat—“so clumsy.”

      Discombobulated dismay on her face, she puffed peachy locks of hair out of her eyes. “I’ve never met someone so rude.”

      She shut the door and he took off immediately. This was going to be the longest forty-minute drive of his life. 

      His car filled with her soft floral scent as she ripped her beanie off and tossed her hair. “Why did it have to be you? I could at least charm a serial killer.”

      Wells snorted with derision. 

      Her mouth dropped open in outrage.

      Aha, got it. 

      “I am so charming,” Allison said, squinting her eyes.

      Wells shook his head. “As charming as a lawn gnome.”

      Allison snorted but then looked like she regretted laughing. She wiped her eyes again. 

      He reached into the center console and pulled out a tissue. She yanked it from his hand.

      “Crying over your precious car that died?” Wells asked. 

      Allison blew her nose loudly. It sounded like a constipated goose. 

      Charming.

      “I’ve had a day, okay.”

      “I’d ask about it, but I don’t particularly care,” he said, sighing out the window as they curved around the back roads. 

      “I wouldn’t tell you anyway,” she muttered.

      He thought of Pop in the hospital, missing him by minutes before something terrible happened. He sped up, yanking the gearshift into fourth.

      Allison grabbed the oh shit handle above her seat. “Slow down. It’s icy; I don’t want to be rescued twice today. My day was embarrassing enough.”

      Well now he was interested. A perfect way to distract himself for the rest of the ride. “Embarrassing? Tell me more.”

      Allison dabbed at her eyes with the tissue as tears started again. “It’s like the universe doesn’t want me to have this one thing, you know?”

      “A personality? A sense of style from this century?”

      “A baby,” she said spitefully. 

      Wells was yanked out of his worries. A baby? 

      The back of Wells’s neck tingled. Allison wasn’t dating anyone that he knew of. She was going to do it on her own, too? “You want a baby?”

      She flopped her arms as if she’d admitted something embarrassing. “Yeah, there you go. You can laugh. Allison wants a baby. Poor, lonely, old Allison.”

      “You’re not old,” he said, chastising her. “If you’re going to make fun of yourself, at least do it properly.” 

      He rolled the idea around in his head, unable to let it go. 

      No one else he knew was going through this. “You’re trying to have a baby?”

      “I was. Am? I was trying this expensive fertility clinic.” She sighed, going off on a tangent. “I gave them all the money I’d saved for the next year or two so that I could have lots of samples because that was part of the problem—I was only getting a sample once a month, and this whole thing was taking months and months and months, and I only have so many months before my chances go away. And it turns out, all the samples were the doctor’s. In bulk,” she said, finally running out of breath. 

      Wells was putting everything together. Did she say the doctor…? “Wait, so the doctor filled the sperm samples with his own…”

      She nodded her head, looking shell-shocked. “Yeah.”

      Wells whistled. “There’ll be some good money in those lawsuits.”

      “Of course that’s what you would say.” She shook her head, looking out the passenger window. “I would never ask you to be my lawyer, but…if you were going to counsel somebody, would it be worth trying to get my money back?” 

      “Well, I would never be your lawyer, obviously, but…” Wells pondered it as an academic exercise. Just killing time on the ride back. “They misled you. I’m sure you thought you were paying for some Bryce Billingsworth the Third, varsity-rowing-team-at-an-Ivy, loves-math-and-puppies-and-good-deeds kind of sperm.”

      Allison sniffled. 

      And noticeably didn’t respond. 

      His lips twitched. “Did I get it right?” 

      “That was it, almost exactly,” she said in a watery voice. 

      Wells swallowed a smile. “How tall was he supposed to be?”

      “Six three,” she said meekly.

      Wells bit back a laugh. “And how tall was the doctor?” 

      Allison glowered. “Not that.” 

      Wells chuckled.

      “It’s not funny.”

      “It’s a little funny. Did he at least have a good head of hair?”

      She squirmed in the heated seat, though she was fighting a smile. “…No comment.”

      “Look, you’ve got time. Someone might be into your whole”—he’d almost said hot kindergarten teacher but then thought better of admitting she was hot—“….thing. Why not do it the old-fashioned way?”

      Allison honked her nose loudly into the tissue. “It feels like I’m running out of time. I’m in my late thirties, I’m never getting married again, obviously.” She scowled at him and he could feel the anger rolling at him. “I’ve only ever wanted this one thing my whole life. I didn’t care what job I had. I was never great in school. I just wanted a family. And I’d like the experience of being pregnant. I’d want someone to either give up all rights or help or something. But that seems like a pipe dream.”

      He looked at her out of the corner of his eye, calculating the odds of someone wanting exactly what he wanted, but said nothing.

      The surrogacy agency who’d left a message that morning? Like the first three, they were “unable to accommodate his requirements at this time.” 

      It had left him despondent and angry, on top of the chaos of Pop being in the hospital hours away. 

      Allison shifted in her seat, squirming under her seatbelt. “Can you turn the heated seats off?” she muttered, poking at the car’s digital screen. 

      He batted her hand away. “Stop, you’ll mess everything up.” 

      She fanned at her face. “It’s just, they made me take these hormones beforehand to increase the likelihood of success, and…” 

      He rolled to a stop at a single blinking red light in the middle of nowhere where two back roads crossed.

      Her cheeks were flushed, a pretty peach blush fanning across the tops of her round cheeks. She bit her pouty bottom lip, and his eyes traced the contrast of her teeth against it. She squeezed her thighs together.

      “Oh my god, are you horny?” He snorted. 

      “No.” She squinted at the road, squeezing her thighs together. “I would just like the heated seats to stop being heated.”

      “You are.” Wells let out a roll of laughter as he shifted into second, gaining speed again. “My car is making you horny.”

      “I hate you so much.” She rolled her eyes as if what he was saying was ridiculous and not the god’s honest truth. “I am not horn—oh!”

      A family of deer suddenly darted out onto the road. 

      Wells slammed on the brakes and braced his arm in front of her on instinct as her hand slammed over his chest. 

      He skidded to a stop in time. The baby deer stared at them, blinked twice, and then finally darted out of the road after its parents.

      Wells’s heart was pounding somewhere outside his body. His hand had landed squarely on her boob, and he yanked it back. She yanked her hand back from his chest as well. 

      “You okay?” he said matter-of-factly. 

      Completely hiding the fact that he’d worried about her safety and accidentally copped a feel. 

      She nodded, looking shaken. “This is the second time. That’s how my car got in a ditch. It’s just…” 

      She blew out a long, shaky breath. She looked brittle, as if one more thing might break her. 

      Maybe ease up on her. He turned off the heated seat on her side. “That’s a lot to deal with two times in one night.”

      “It is,” she said, straightening her spine and tugging her shirt sleeves. “Thank you.”

      They glared at each other, suspicious. 

      He’d mom-armed her. 

      And she’d done the same to him. 

      He rolled around the idea that she wanted a baby.

      Just like me.

      Didn’t want the complications of a romantic partner. Wanted someone who would actually help or fuck all the way off, legally speaking. 

      Just like me. 

      She slanted a wary look at him. “What? I’m no longer thinking impure thoughts about your heated seats in your BMW, okay?”

      “Jaguar. Why do you want a baby?” he said quickly. 

      She tossed her hands in the air, back to the angry Allison he only ever saw. “See, that’s what I hate. Nobody asks two happily married people that when they get pregnant. ‘Why did you want a baby? Why didn’t you adopt? Why didn’t you foster? How many parenting classes have you taken?’ No, they say, ‘Oh my gosh, that’s so nice for you.’”

      “I’m not judging you,” Wells said, shifting in his seat. God, this fucking woman.

      “Your tone indicates otherwise.”

      “Just passing the time,” he lied. 

      Lying was Wells’s favorite pastime. 

      He never lied about anything important. He reported every penny on his taxes, was honest about his STD screenings. But most things in the world were in that murky middle. 

      Fudge-able, truth-wise. 

      Allowing him to learn what he needed to learn.

      Wells shrugged. “Unless you’d like a serenade of the bottles of beer left on the wall?” 

      Allison sighed, the breath creating a puff on his windshield. “I want that once-in-a-lifetime experience of being pregnant.” 

      She looked like she was in her own world. Sad, and wistful. “Going through a rite of passage connecting me to people before me. I think…I think I’m meant to be a mom. I’ve always had all of this love trapped inside me that I’ve tried to force onto other people by taking care of them. It feels like I could actually be really good at it, you know? Encourage them to be who they are and not make them feel bad about their choices. And do all the fun stuff too. The parks, first Christmas, take them to the beach, see them eat a lemon for the first time.” She smiled to herself, picking at her sweater. “I want to make this world a little better, and I think this is how I can do it.”

      Wells nodded, not saying anything. 

      Her reasoning resonated. It sounded like the same reasons he’d set aside hundreds of thousands of dollars for at the promise of having a kid. He’d considered adoption, but the prospects of approval were worse for a single dad. He also liked the idea of being connected to the generations that came before him, having more of his mom in the world. 

      He slid his eyes to the woman now picking at her cuticles, handling a terrible day while not asking for anything from anybody. 

      Awareness prickled all over as he let a ridiculous—an impossible—a truly stupendously stupid idea flit through his brain. 

      No. Stop that. 

      Never. 

      It would never work. 

      Wells had a penchant for crazy ideas, for overcoming the impossible because he could see the vision no one else could. He had the drive and fortitude to see hard things through. 

      But this? 

      Only a fool would think two people who couldn’t stand each other should have a baby. 
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        ALLISON

      

        
      
        Four Years Ago, Philadelphia 

      

      

      
      Allison tugged at her skirt as she stood in the loud bar’s entryway.

      You can do this. 

      Go be a cool, single girl.

      Never mind that she’d never been a cool girl and she hadn’t been single in fifteen years. 

      The chatter of the fancy bar swirled around her like a flock of bats. 

      What is a group of bats even called? A murder? No, those are crows. Maybe I should go back to my hotel room and look it up in my pajamas. 

      “Table for one?” the impossibly young hostess said to her. 

      Were they letting middle schoolers work bar jobs now?

      “No, I’m, um. Going to the bar?” Allison said, unsure.

      “What?” the hostess yelled, leaning in. 

      “Bar,” Allison said too loudly, and the hostess winced, all twenty years of her scuttling away from Allison like she was an old, horned dragon and the hostess was a maiden being sacrificed. 

      Allison tugged her skirt down again as she slowly made her way to the bar, seeing eyes catch her 6’3” height in heels.

      She had one mission tonight: have her first ever one-night stand and finally move on. 

      Just check the item off her bucket list. 

      She’d gone on a few dates in Cooperstown since her separation from Keith had started, but they’d been duds. She’d even mustered up the courage to ask out the hot flower farmer that sourced her flower shop’s roses, but he’d apparently already fallen in love. 

      Lucky woman. 

      Philly, though…in Philly, you could be anonymous. 

      A lone bar stool was open in the crowd. Low-hanging Edison bulbs hung from the rafters, and top-shelf liquor lined the U-shaped bar. 

      Allison sat, not knowing what to do with herself. She perfectly aligned her sparkly clutch with the bar’s edge. 

      Do I order a drink? 

      No, someone can’t buy you a drink if you already have one. 

      I should have googled ‘how to be a single, tall woman at a bar when awkward and needing a one-night stand.’

      So…I’ll just sit here. 

      And wait. 

      She looked over her shoulder, trying on the mask of courage she’d decided she’d wear tonight. 

      Cool Sexy Girl doesn’t care that no one is paying attention to her, not even the bartenders. 

      The bar was nice. A place professionals went after a long day at the office. Men slouched in their long-sleeve shirts; women stood in high heels and laughed at their jokes. A sea of navy sweaters and puffy vests and black blazers surrounded her.

      I look stupid. She’d worn her burnt-orange mushroom dress. She’d convinced herself that it did make her look hot and it didn’t matter that tiny little foxes were on it, peeking out from behind the mushrooms. Keith had always made fun of her when she’d worn it, but she liked it, damnit. 

      It was incredibly important that someone thought she was sexy enough to want to bang her while wearing her mushroom dress. 

      To reclaim it for herself. 

      She stood up straight and scratched at her nose ring. It was still sore where she’d had it pierced a month ago. 

      At the ripe old age of thirty-three. 

      Better late than still married to Keith.

      As she tossed her long blonde hair over her shoulder, she made eye contact with a guy. He smiled at her. 

      He had a scruffy beard and wore a puffer vest over a standard-issue blue plaid shirt. He was…cute?

      Cute enough. 

      He smiled like they shared a secret and sauntered over to her, yelling something to his friends over his shoulder. 

      He was fairly tall too. Almost as tall as her. 

      It was hard being a tall girl when you were self-conscious about your size. She wished she could be one of those girls who could confidently date a hot, short guy. But she felt like a behemoth mountain troll next to them. 

      It was her baggage, but she hadn’t been able to shake it since she’d been 5’9” in fourth grade. 

      She’d wanted to feel dainty for once in her whole. Fucking. Life. 

      Scruffy Puffer Vest approached her. “Hey,” he said. “I like your hair.”

      Allison smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Thanks, I like your…uh, vest.”

      “Can I buy you a drink?”

      It’s happening! Flirt! Maybe this will be the one! Allison smiled wider. “Just for having pretty hair?” 

      “What?” the guy yelled, confused, leaning into her.

      “Nothing. White wine, thanks.”

      She didn’t even like white wine. 

      She liked girly drinks that took way too long to make, but she wouldn’t do that to the bartender tonight. 

      Cool Sexy Girl drank white wine. Probably even had a favorite type beyond…white. 

      “I’m Travis.” He leaned in and brushed a kiss on her cheek.

      Allison instantly felt a yuck. 

      Did cool girls nod when they said hello? “Allison.” Nod, nod, nod.

      Wait, stop nodding now. Too many nods.

      “Nice, I’ll call you Allie.”

      “I actually hate nicknames⁠—”

      But Travis leaned in to put in their order. The bartender was shockingly quick and slid them back immediately. 

      Go time. She cheersed Travis. “Thanks for the drink, Travis. What do you do for⁠—”

      “This mean you’ll suck my cock now?” Travis yelled into her ear over the din. 

      Allison pulled back, a nervous laugh on her lips. Maybe she misheard him. She leaned forward to ask, “What did you say?”

      “This mean you’ll suck my cock now?” He laughed in his beer. 

      Allison saw red. 

      No. 

      She was Cool Sexy Girl having a night out. 

      This turdface wasn’t going to ruin it. 

      Grabbing her full glass of wine, she tossed the wine at Travis’s face. 

      But—oh no—he ducked and the man behind him got an Ice Bucket Challenge-style soaking of chardonnay.

      Allison gasped in horror, recoiling at what she’d just done. 

      Travis was laughing, ducking out of the situation, but the back of his puffer vest was caught by the guy dripping with wine. 

      The dripping man stood, his broad shoulders easily filling the small space that Travis had vacated. He was a tower of a man, and Travis looked up at him with horror-struck eyes. 

      “What did you say to her?” The baritone of the man’s voice echoed into Allison’s chest. 

      “Ugh….I, um,” Travis stuttered.

      The dark-eyed, dark-haired bear of a man glowered, a drop of wine hanging off his nose and landing with a splat onto Travis’s cheek. “Try again.”

      “S-s-sorry, didn’t mean it, Allie,” Travis stuttered, and the man released him. 

      Allison handed her white knight two handfuls of napkins. Enough for three family picnics. Practically the whole stack. 

      The man smiled at her and took a few. “Thanks.”

      She dabbed at his dress shirt. “I’m so, so, so, so sorry. He ducked.” 

      “Oh, did he? Hadn’t noticed,” the man said dryly. His lips twitched, humor now in his eyes, and Allison smiled with him. “You can do way better than whatever that was.”

      Allison grabbed more napkins. “The guy?”

      The man licked his lips and grimaced. “No, the wine. The guy, too, I guess.”

      She dabbed worriedly at his very nice dress shirt. “If I can get most of the liquid out, it might not stain.”

      A bear-paw-like hand covered hers, stilling it. “It’s fine. I
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