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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            GRIFFIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Oops.

      I was late.

      Shit.

      I slowed at the curb to root around in my purse for my phone but it was a bottomless pit and I couldn’t find it. I wasn’t that late, was I? Probably. Oh well. I glanced up and around at the facade of a trendy, local café I always walked by but never entered.

      Then I spotted him. I pushed my sunglasses down and squinted, just to make sure.

      Yep.

      It was him.

      And I was clearly underdressed. He was, as promised, sitting along the bench table at the front, and intensely on his phone.

      In his text to help me identify him, he’d said he’d ‘be by the front, casually dressed’ but he looked like he was going to the office after our afternoon coffee date cuz he was wearing a light grey suit jacket over a light-blue, button-down, and matching light grey slacks. He even wore a tie.

      But I was totally okay with it. Maybe he’d use needing to go to work, whether it was true or not, as an excuse to end this coffee date as soon as possible. I kind of perked up with hope at that possibility.

      This day was still salvageable!

      My phone dinged again as I haphazardly kept trying to find my phone while not accidentally ramming into people on the sidewalk. And finally—victory!—my phone was in my hand. But when I saw who it was from, I gritted my teeth a little. My eldest sister, Finley, suddenly wanted to drop by to see me. For two weeks.

      I adored her and she was like a best friend to me as much as a sister, but her timing wasn’t that great. I was heading into the busy season at my job and had no time to entertain the sister that demanded constant entertainment and attention. She was a 24/7 job that I had zero patience for at the moment.

      Then I got a text from Willa: Good luck, have fun!

      Ugh. I made a grumpy face. Why had I texted her this coffee date was happening today? She’d be all over me till I went over every last detail and vowel that had been uttered.

      When I felt eyes on me, I glanced up and met a pair of pretty, puppy-dog brown eyes through the window. I had a vague, almost ghostly memory of his features from infrequent past interactions but never would have guessed he was a suit and tie type.

      I ignored the text from my sister and Willa, and walked inside the fancy café.

      “Wade,” I stated when I finally reached him.

      “Yep. Griffin,” he said back, standing up and gave me a quick up-and-down glance. He put his phone away in his front right pocket.

      “Sorry for my tardiness—lost track of time,” I said, then tried to think of a better reason but I had none.

      He gave me a look then shrugged. “Okay…no prob.”

      We stood there and I wondered if I should hold out my hand and do a safe handshake of ‘welcome’ but I didn’t. Neither did he. This was promising.

      “Nice to finally, officially meet,” he said. With zero enthusiasm.

      I plastered on a smile, also without any excitement. “Shall we?” I asked, getting in line. So we can get this over with, I added to myself.

      “Sounds great,” he said, his vocal expression echoing my thought.

      I checked my phone’s clock. It seemed to crawl…

      When it was our turn, he ordered a coffee first. He offered to buy. I declined. He didn’t resist. I wasn’t going to owe anyone anything, especially someone I only knew in passing, even if it was for an overpriced $9 latte I’d rather not buy.

      This coffee place was clearly a favorite of his since the baristas knew him and Wade clearly knew what he wanted without glancing at the menu—unlike yours truly.

      “Wanna sit outside?” I asked, figuring sitting outside would help speed up this date by the both of us being uncomfortable in the Florida, late summer heat. Wade in particular since he was overly dressed.

      He hesitated, his gaze darting through the bright window. “Sure,” he said. “Great idea.”

      I knew what he was thinking: he’d be in a nice suit number and would be sweating in a heartbeat. Another good reason to leave early. Heat stroke was a serious thing. I nearly smiled to myself at my impromptu-ingenious idea.

      So we sat outside, finding one of the few tables available. We both somehow managed to not stare down at our phones we’d placed on the table, next to our respective cups. Also, we were both now wearing sunglasses. What better way to hide the fact that we had no interest in each other?

      I took in the sights and people, the clatter of voices, traffic, and the city itself, abounded all around us. The sky was blue with thick, fat clouds rolling above so it wasn’t that bad. Muggy. But, oddly, I’d acclimated to this weather since I’d moved to Gainesville and didn’t even mind the summers anymore.

      Time ticked-ticked-ticked on, hopefully in the form of several minutes, after we had sat down and had said nothing further to each other. I was racking my brain for banal, empty topics to discuss but I didn’t have enough energy to think of anything at all. Luckily, my date wasn’t eager to show off his conversational skills either. Fine by me.

      I checked my orange tank top and short, dark-wash jean shorts. My housecleaning outfit. I always did chores on Sunday to both get it over with and I was super lazy when it came to domestic everything. That’s why I was late. I’d been deep-diving into cleaning my baseboards—spring cleaning that I’d shoved off till this summer—and, hence, lost track of time.

      Then I gave my date a sidelong glance, trying to drum up details about him but not much came to mind despite our paths having crossed here and there since we had mutual friends.

      Purely based on the physical: Wade Dumont was a good-looking man. Nice eyes, a light brown in color. Lightly tanned skin. Fit. Tall. Short, clean nails and seemed to have decent teeth. His coifed, chestnut hair—in which the sun’s rays managed to bounce off of in the most attractive way—was what caught my attention before my ears picked up on the many sounds of conversations around us on the outside patio or the traffic a few feet away. Far more interesting.

      How the hell he was best friends with Davis was still bewildering. Those two were total opposites but I knew they’d been friends since forever.

      I pushed my sunglasses back on my nose bridge. “Nice day,” I started off. We had to say something, right?

      “It’s hot and humid,” he replied grimly, tugging at the collar of his dress shirt.

      Wordy he was not. It was actually kinda nice we were on the same page when it came to this ‘date’. In that, we weren’t interested. In this brief moment in our lives and in each other.

      He glanced down at his phone. His aviator sunglasses were like twin mirrors and I saw he was getting texts. Probably from someone he actually wanted to talk to. Probably a woman.

      I gulped my latte and wondered if I had enough whites to do a load of laundry when I got back home. And damn it, I forgot to run the dishwasher before I left my condo. That thing was loud as fuck and I hated running it when I was home.

      “What do you do again?” he asked suddenly.

      I looked up and over at him. “Oh, I’m an assistant manager at the Gainesville Event Center,” I answered.

      He took a moment to digest that. “Like it?” he finally asked.

      “Sure, pays the bills,” I answered, shrugging.

      He nodded, disinterested. “Hmm.”

      I suppose I should ask about him and what he did but I didn’t…care. I looked around us again to just do something since our conversation was only halfhearted. I was glad the outside patio was full as I had a lot to look at. And, we were getting looks from a couple of tables that just had women at them. I’m sure one of them would have loved to be sitting where I was.

      I glanced back at Wade. Huh, yeah, I could see why. He had that successful, confident vibe in his crisp button-down and fitted slacks. He was attractive. Way more than myself. My mind drifted and so did my gaze. I should be getting all giddy and excited I was sitting next to a really hot guy. Right?

      So why wasn’t I?

      I sat there, mulling and pondering on that internal question. I had no idea why I wasn’t more invested. Did it matter? I gave a mental shrug.

      “So, ah, Davis said you’re from Iowa, originally?” he asked, out of the blue again, and cutting into my thoughts.

      I had to take a second to draw myself to the here and now. “Um, yeah. By way of a small town in North Dakota,” I said, not in the mood to get into that. “You have family in or near Gainesville?”

      He shook his head. “I have a big family but not many in Gainesville anymore. Three brothers, four sisters. Aunts, uncles, grandparents, cousins, nieces, nephews…the whole works. Relatives, for the most part, live in Florida or the South. Parents are divorced, live on either side of the States. In terms of my siblings, we’re all scattered these days. I’m one of the few Dumonts that stuck around here.”

      “Wow, that is a lot of family,” I said, interest piqued. “I have some relatives, mostly grandparents until they all passed, and an odd aunt or uncle and a cousin or two out there, but we’re generally a small lot. And all in the Midwest.”

      “Siblings?” he returned.

      I nodded. “Two sisters. I’m the baby.”

      “I’m in the middle,” he answered.

      I checked my phone. Based on the quick glance at the time I’d seen reflected in Wade’s aviators, only three minutes had passed. My eyes bugged. Someone kill me.

      Wade played with his espresso cup. Bless him. He’d gotten the smallest possible cup so this date could be over with even faster. I appreciated that since I’d chugged my latte in under a minute. When he’d asked if I wanted a refill, I’d said, ’no’.

      “So, uh—what do you like to do?” he asked, making this conversation even more stilted and this date barely tolerable.

      I blinked at him blankly from behind my sunglasses. “Like…hobbies?” I asked, frowning.

      “Sure, or whatever it is you like to do when you’re not working,” he clarified.

      “I’m a homebody. Reading, watching TV…” I paused. “Homebody stuff,” I answered, knowing it was a boring answer but a factual one. “What about you?”

      “I like being outdoors, camping, hiking…” he answered. “Concerts, eating out with friends, family. That kind of thing.”

      So he was outdoorsy. And very social. I could be social as well but since my work was all about people and being around people all the time and trying to make them happy, going home and being by myself was soothing and relaxing.

      I looked him over again. Jesus, he really was buff. The fantasy, supposedly, was getting the guy with the snatch body and pretty face, but would having sex with a guy with such a hard body be enjoyable? Or did someone like Wade prefer women who were just as cut and lean as him?

      “What?” he tossed at me, head turned towards me.

      “Um, what?” I asked, blinking a few times.

      “I can’t see your eyes but you’re staring at me,” he noted, sounding slightly amused. “So what’s on your mind?”

      “You’re one of those fitness types, huh?” I asked, at length.

      He frowned at me this time. “Well…I like to work out, yes, but I’m not a gym rat. I’d rather go rock climbing or go for a run outside or go hiking,” he said, slowly. “You into fitness at all?”

      “No. I hate exercise. Walks are okay though,” I said.

      He said nothing to that and we lapsed back into silence. I wasn’t trying to be contrary but we clearly had little in common.

      We were 10 or so minutes in and it already felt like a damn eternity. I checked my phone again, a little less discreetly.

      I mean, he was polite, well-groomed, and the only thing in common we shared was that he was as bored as I was on this blind date. That was a plus I could give him. Yes, I totally got that I should be into this guy. I mean, he had a job. He bathed and smelled nice. That was better than some of my Match.com dates. But I forgot what he did. Again, did it really matter that much? After today, we’d hopefully continue on our separate trajectories and rarely interact. And if we suddenly ran into each other more, it might be awkward. Or maybe not? I decided not to dwell on that horrific possibility. The future was unwritten and unknown and I’d stopped pondering too much on that.

      Our mutual friends—Willa and her fiancé, Davis—thought we’d hit it off for some reason. And had been trying to orchestrate this date for months. Both of us had protested, which should have been a red flag for our friends, but nope. And here we were.

      And as predicted, our coffee date was us sitting silently at this too-small of a table for a big, broad-shouldered guy and me and my large purse that was its own person. But that was okay.

      Willa’s obsession for me to be ‘as happy as she was’ stemmed from her hating to see her new bestie coming to parties alone or had no one to kiss under the mistletoe or didn’t have weekly, raunchy, one-night stands. And that she’d gotten engaged a year ago and was still on cloud nine.

      I did date. For the free food and to get out once in a while. Okay, maybe a make-out session or two. But I was very much fine being single. And not having weekly, raunchy, one-night stands.

      Wade? Similar situation, I think. Well, not the sex part cuz it sounded like his sex life was very vigorous. He seemed quite happy with his life the way he had it.

      It wasn’t like I wanted to be single forever but I also didn’t have much interest in having a boyfriend right now. I actually enjoyed the freedom of being single. I wasn’t afraid of being by myself or doing things all by my lonesome. However, Willa was determined that I have a date to her wedding next spring.

      I thought back to my last serious relationship, which had been back in Iowa. I’d gotten over the down parts with Carson. I was glad when it was finally over. That was almost four years ago. Quite civil and mature in how I’d handled it, I’d say. Even though my sisters would say he hadn’t deserved it but I couldn’t start over with that kind of baggage. And I’d needed to start over.

      “So you’ve been in Gainesville for a couple of years now, right?” he asked.

      Small talk, aka: torture, continued. “Yeah…” I finally answered, grabbing my cup but forgot it was empty. I set it back down. “You ever thought about living somewhere else after living here your whole life?”

      “Not really, not often,” he said in a monotone.

      I had no idea what to say, just wishing I were somewhere else.

      We sat in more silence. It wasn’t awkward or uncomfortable, just…blah. Nothing. Which didn’t surprise me.

      Like I said, Wade and I had been avoiding this date for months. Our text exchanges had been…textbook dull. Our last one, pretty much summed it up:

      
        
          
            
              
        Wade: We gonna finally do this? Davis will not stop bugging me via Willa.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: We’d better, or this will be etched on our gravestones.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wade: Haha… Yeah, let’s just get this over with.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: Fine, can we do this tomorrow? Twenty minutes should be long enough…

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wade: Sounds good to me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Me: But we’ll tell Willa/Davis it was like an hour.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Wade: Ahh, right. Good thinking. Ok. See you tomorrow…

      

      

      

      

      

      And that’s how tomorrow—tada!, today—was slapped together. We’d forgotten to choose a place and time, and I’d even forgotten till he’d texted me an hour ago. We’d decided to meet halfway where we lived.

      But even after this short of time sitting here, I was starting to feel the heat because there was no cover on the patio area. The idea of being outside and sweating like pigs and somehow magically end this date even faster than our agreed-upon twenty minutes had seemed like a good idea. But Wade was right. It was fucking hot and I didn’t bring a hat and the man wasn’t sweating yet whereas I was. Which seemed wrong. And was annoying to me.

      When I felt Wade shift in his seat, I looked up and over at him. He was about to open his mouth—hopefully, to call it quits or I would have—when a black SUV pulled up alongside the street, lights flashing.

      The driver’s window slid down.  I could feel the blast of frigid cold air even from this distance. I leaned into it. Bliss…

      A brown-haired woman, in her 40s with a pixie cut, smiled at us. Her dark eyes looked between me and Wade. “Sorry to break up this hot date of yours, Dumont, but duty calls. Locals are waiting on us,” she called out. Loudly. And drew everyone’s attention on us. “Get your ass in the car.”

      “Shit,” he muttered when everyone around us started to stare. He got his phone out. “We need to stop at my truck, first.”

      “Uh-huh, whatever, hurry up,” she shouted then smiled at me. “You make a cute couple, congrats.”

      I slid down in my seat as people watched on. “We’re not a couple,” I muttered.

      “Too bad. I’m Twyla Beckford—his partner, by the by,” she said, so conversationally but at shout-level.

      I raised my brows. “Oh. Well, then, this is awkward.”

      She laughed. “Not that kind of partner. Work partners only.”

      Then I noticed the computer at the console, and the big logo for the freaking FBI. “You’re cops?” I asked, frowning at her then glanced over at Wade.

      “Yeah. The best kind of cop,” Twyla said, winking at me. “Hence the flashing lights.”

      Duh. Now I felt downright stupid.

      “You didn’t know?” Wade asked, surprised.

      “I’m sure I did—just forgot. Anyways…” I checked my phone. “This was fun…” I started, grabbing my purse. “Good luck at work. Stay safe out there, um, Officer.”

      He gave me a look. “Uh… Yeah, thanks,” he said, his phone ringing.

      Awkwardly, we stood there for a second then he held out his hand. Right. I stared at it.

      “Seriously?” Twyla shouted. “A handshake?”

      “Shut up, Twyla,” he said to his partner, glaring at her.

      I shook his hand just to cease being a sideshow for everyone on the patio. “Bye,” I said, giving him a quick, fake smile. “Have a nice life.”

      “Sure, you too,” he muttered, on his phone and turned away from me.

      And on that, he scaled the short wall of the patio’s fencing, while I headed out the normal way. Like a normal person.

      We’d lasted about 18.5 minutes. Holy shit. That had to be the longest eighteen minutes of my life. Could I still say it was an hour? As I mulled how best to lie to my BFF, I headed to my white, seven-year-old Dodge Neon in a nearby parking ramp. It was only just half past 5PM and I’d wasted time driving all the way into downtown. I had the rest of the afternoon at least, and decided on take-out from my favorite place and have a self-care night in.

      By the time I picked up my food and got some supplies from Target for a mani-pedi, along with some wine and junk food, Willa was calling me. Cringing, I avoided her call till I got to my condo in the southern part of Gainesville an hour later.

      ‘Condo’ had such a luxurious ring to it but as I looked up at my dilapidated and ancient condo with a high rent I was tired of paying, it was home. It was anything but luxurious and I planned to move when my lease was up, which was this coming fall. I parked my car in its assigned detached garage and headed inside.

      By then, Willa had texted if the date had happened and if it had, how it’d gone. I changed into comfy clothes and tried not to think of work or my date. But, as usual, on Sunday evenings, my mind wandered as I got settled into my typical routine for a quiet night.

      The upcoming schedule at the hotel’s event center was going to be a doozy and I needed to relax and recoup as much as possible. Especially since I hated working there and hated my sexist, pompous, idiot boss.

      While I put my take-out on a plate and opened a bottle of wine, I checked my phone. Willa has managed to not call me back to back, which now made me super suspicious. Had I let my guard down on her hounding me about how the date went?

      Then I heard my doorbell. And a loud bang of a knock. Then her even louder, annoyed voice.

      “Oh, Gawd,” I muttered to myself, pouring a second glass.

      As soon as I dragged myself to the front door, Willa’s knock, doorbell harassing, and angry voice told me she was primed. I looked through the peephole. Yep. Primed. She was in a pair of ripped, black jeans and a flowy, feminine tank top number. Her shoulder-length, black hair was up in a messy updo and her pale skin was flushed.

      “Jesus—calm down,” I said, glaring at her once I’d opened the door. “My neighbors will call the cops on you.”

      “Oooh, I hope it’s Wade that comes to arrest me,” she purred, batting her dark brown eyes at me. “Have his big, strong arms hold me down⁠—”

      “Down girl. You’re a taken woman, remember?” I asked, raising a brow.

      “He’s so hot, right?!” she returned, brightly, entering and shutting the door behind her with a bang. “I don’t know why we didn’t set you two up earlier. I hear he’s good in bed. And you need to get laid⁠—”

      “Stop.” I rolled my eyes, locking the door. “For all that is holy, just shut the hell up. I’m about to gag.”

      She pouted as I led her back to the kitchen. But as soon as she saw the second glass of wine, she squealed. “You know me so well.”

      “Yeah, you’re an alcoholic,” I scoffed.

      Her jaw dropped and her eyes rounded. “Bitch!” she hissed.

      “Truth hurts, I know,” I said sagely.

      Willa cackled. “If I am, so are you!” she tossed back.

      Touché.

      “You get enough Chinese for me too?” she whined. “Cuz I wanna know everything right now!”

      Sadly, I had bought enough food for two, for her and me specifically. Including her faves. “Yes,” I muttered, taking my plate and wine. Over my shoulder, I added, “Plate it yourself, moucher.”

      Once in my living room, I sat down, setting my plate and wine on the coffee table, and turned on the TV, selecting HBO Max. We were binging Euphoria together and were obsessed.

      “Isn’t Davis gonna miss you tonight?” I asked once she’d traipsed in. She’d filled up her wineglass to the brim.

      “He’s working on a new exhibit for the museum and they have to get it done by tonight since it’s opening tomorrow,” she said, sighing and sat next to me. “So I’m free as a bird.”

      “Talk about clutch time,” I said, starting the latest episode.

      “I know, ugh!” she cried out. “But it wasn’t his fault. There were all these delays and whatever. You know how organized he is.”

      Too organized. Too neat and tidy. Very geeky and nerdy but in that Paul Rudd adorable kind of way. If they ever had kids, Davis was gonna be one weird dad.

      “Anyway,” she said, “back to your coffee date—well?”

      I sipped my wine. For help. “It was fine.”

      I waited.

      “That’s it?” she asked, incredulous.

      “Pretty much.”

      If she hadn’t had her wine glass in her hand, she would have thrown up her arms in disgust. I was lucky she loved her Merlot more than me and would never waste it by throwing it in my face. At least, hopefully, she loved her wine more than wasting it. Who knew? She was unpredictable sometimes.

      “Griff! C’mon! Just… Fine?! What the fuck, woman!” she shouted.

      I shrugged and winced at the same time. I grabbed a pork eggroll and took a big bite. Then said, “What,” with my mouth full.

      “You’re so annoying,” she said darkly.

      “I know,” I said, smiling at her, knowing I had cabbage stuck in my teeth.

      It did the trick.

      She laughed. “All right, all right—did you have fun at least?” she asked, so hopeful. It was kind of cute.

      And I was gonna crush her optimism. Life could be so unfair.

      “No,” I said. “We were forced to go on this stupid coffee date cuz you and Davis wouldn’t stop bugging us about it for months.”

      “What?!” she exclaimed, loudly. “You two are perfect for each other! More importantly, you’d be good for each other.”

      “You’ll be saying that about him and another one of our friends by next week,” I pointed out.

      She gasped. “That is not true!” she defended vehemently. “You are the only friend I’ve ever set up with him.”

      That did surprise me. But whatever. “You’ve said he sleeps around a lot,” I stated instead, already knowing her reasons for throwing me to the wolves. “Sounds like he’s pretty settled on his life path.”

      She groaned. “I’m trying to get him out of that,” she groused. And giving me her angry face. I’d long since been unmoved by that look.

      “Why?” I asked her.

      “He’s not happy,” she said, emphatically.

      “Says you,” I retorted, rolling my eyes dramatically.

      “Davis says so, too!” she said crossly. “Wade didn’t have the best childhood—nasty, nasty, brutal divorce he had to live through as a kid so he’s very phobic about intimacy and relationships because of it.”

      I gave her a look mid-sip. “And you thought I’d somehow be good for him on that spectrum?” I asked, mouth agape. “Are you crazy?”

      She thought about it. “Maybe? Didn’t think about that angle till now…”

      “You’re too much of a romantic,” I said. “And, Davis would do anything for you if you harassed him enough—or deprived him of sex.”

      Another indignant gasp then she giggled.

      I gave her a look. “Told you so.”

      She huffed. “Look—for real—they’ve been BFFs since, like, grade school,” Willa said. “He knows Wade. They’re like brothers. Davis can sense when Wade’s off his game and he’s been off his game for a while.”

      While I was flattered either of them thought I could remedy Wade’s issues, I wasn’t into fixing anyone. I had enough to fix within myself. No thanks.

      “Well, it’s over and done with so stop bugging me about Wade again. And now… shut it, eat your free food and drink your free booze, and watch the damn show,” I ordered.

      She made a face but did as she was told. Silently.

      Finally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            WADE

          

        

      

    

    
      The crime scene in Dixie county had ended up being a false alarm. Figures. Not that I was unhappy crime was down and people weren’t being evil but…

      A prank call cuz some pre-teen wanted attention was a waste of my time. Everyone’s time.

      I was beyond annoyed and after my coffee…meet…this day was a total loss.

      “She’s pretty…” my partner commented. “And pretty young.”

      I gave harrumph. At last. I couldn’t believe she’d managed to keep silent on this for so long. It’s commendable, really.

      I fake-yawned. “Who?” I asked, glancing around the mostly empty room. It was late, or early—both, according to my tired, or bored, brain—we were at the station, doing paperwork to round out our shift.

      “Knock it off,” she shot back. “I’m serious.” She gave me an evil smile. “I didn’t know you went on dates.”

      “Don’t be mean, I have some manners,” I said, glaring at her. “And there’s literally nothing to tell…so I’m shutting down this pointless convo.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she said, dryly. “Coffee Girl, spill it.”

      I sighed. Griffin King. Mid-20s to my early-30s. Tallish, blonde, and had a sun-kissed tan. A little scrawny for my tastes. She looked like she was from Cali—not Iowa. Dark blue eyes to die for and one of those mouths that was a little too wide for her heart-shaped face and set at grumpy but also kinda different.

      Different. I wasn’t sure why that kept looping in my mind when I thought about Griff. Which I didn’t…hadn’t—er…wouldn’t.

      She’d looked frazzled coming into the coffee shop, long hair in a messy knot on top of her head and in a tank and jean shorts that had spots of…something…that I couldn’t even figure out. I was pretty sure she hadn’t showered. Or bothered dressing up. Then again, I was only in a suit and tie number because I was going on shift after our date.

      But—

      We’d finally met.

      After nearly 2 years. Which was when she’d moved to Gainesville. It was sort of lame, my BFF’s wish of me meeting his fiancée’s BFF. This wasn’t a romance movie. I don’t believe in romance. It’s a myth. Like finding a unicorn or cats that aren’t rude.

      And it was over and hopefully a done deal.

      It wasn’t like I’d never heard of her. I’d known of her since Willa and she became fast friends, but my path had never crossed hers in a finite, definitive way. It wasn’t meant to be. Honestly, I think that was the Universe making a point. One I aimed to heed. I mean, sure, I’d seen her in passing at a random party that Willa and Davis would throw throughout the year; but, for the most part, Willa had her group of friends and Davis had his. Mingling of said groups happened but rarely.

      “I’m serious, Beckford, there’s literally nothing to tell. It was less than twenty minutes start to finish,” I reiterated, glancing over at her. She gave me a hard look. I paused. “She’s single, obviously—might like girls.” I smiled at her. “You want her number? Bet Roger wouldn’t mind.”

      Twyla threw her pen at me. “You’re an ass.”

      “And yet, you come back for more,” I returned, winking at her.

      “Not by choice.” She grinned, shaking her head. “And never mention that to my husband cuz you’re right, he wouldn’t mind.”

      I laughed. “No promises,” I warned.

      “Why didn’t you like her?” she shot back, not letting this go.

      “Who said I didn’t?” I asked, raising a brow.

      “You two looked like you just came from a funeral,” she returned, raising her brow.

      I pondered that. “Was it that obvious?”

      “Yeah. But at least it was mutual,” she said, giving a shrug. “There’s that, I suppose.”

      I winced. “She’s…I don’t really know… This date was forced on us but she and I both agreed this was a one-time thing,” I added, then briefly explained why the date came into being.

      “Hmm, I suppose it’s for the best,” she said, sighing. “But I guess if you have no chemistry with a person, it just ain’t meant to be.”

      “Pretty much,” I said, yawning again. And moving on. “Fuck, is it time to go home yet?”

      “Two more hours,” she noted, checking her phone. “Suck it up, Agent.”

      I moaned, rubbing my eyes. “I’m gonna get some coffee from the break room—want some?”

      “Hell no,” she said, making a face. “I want to make it out alive till the morning.”

      I chuckled and went to the break room of the local FBI Resident Agency in Gainesville. The tie I’d put on felt tight so I loosened it. The station was mostly empty. I didn’t mind the quiet. During the day, it was hella busy.

      I took a sip of the godawful coffee but drank it down. I needed it. While I took a little break, I went over my missed calls or texts.

      Like from my childhood best friend Davis.

      “Fuck,” I muttered.

      He wanted to know how my ‘date’ went.

      I deleted his text question. He’d understand.

      Then I went through a slew of texts from Karima and Lelu. Booty calls. I smiled to myself. Karima was an ADA. Lelu was a pilates instructor—and very flexible.

      I hadn’t seen Karima in a while and had been seeing Lelu on and off for the past few months. Hooking up with two women at the same time was something I didn’t do anymore because I’d learned that lesson the hard way. But I found sex as a stress reliever, and my job could be fucking stressful. But it came in waves. Right now, I was on a downturn and didn’t crave sex like I usually did.

      Which, I knew, would make everyone around me question my sanity. Or habits.

      Having a steady girlfriend in my line of work was also mythical. So many co-workers were divorced or like me, had a rotating door of partners and short-term relationships. It wasn’t like there weren’t other agents with stable marriages or long-term relationships, just not that many. Hell, Twyla, my partner of four years, was a prime example of some agents making it work. I had no idea how she did it.

      But Roger was a freelance carpenter and had his own hours and I knew that helped, having the flexibility for their family of six. Then again, he was also just a very laid-back, good-natured soul that liked having a wife as a cop.

      Sometimes I envied that. But getting married and having kids was not something I wanted. Ever. Even if it was expected of me. And I’d had past girlfriends who thought they could make me see things differently. My own parents’ ugly divorce when I was young had been devastating for me and my siblings. There were just so many divorces on both sides that I knew early on, that wasn’t going to be me.

      One of my older brother’s current divorce was a stark reminder.

      While I drank another cup of coffee, I read the latest long email from my one sister, an ally in family affairs, Bonnie, or ‘Bon Bon’, who was the only sibling I was closest with. Like me, she’d run away as soon as she was old enough and never looked back. She was a food critic and did a lot of traveling for her work so we usually texted each other throughout the week. Also like me, she was unattached and happy to stay that way.

      I shook my head, not wanting to dwell on the past in any form or shape. I filled my coffee mug then headed back up to my desk. Oddly, things in Gainesville had been quiet. Well, nothing out of the ordinary. Which was nice to have a break but at the same time, investigating and solving cases was a thrill for me. It’s why I’d wanted to be a cop after college. I became a police officer with the Gainesville PD then made detective. Getting on the with FBI had never been something I’d thought of but when the opportunity had knocked, I’d answered.

      “Finally, you’re back,” Twyla complained. “I thought you ditched me.”

      I smiled. “Just enjoying this amazing coffee.”

      “Oh jeez,” she muttered. “Sit down and finish this paperwork for the Darwin case. You’re behind.”

      Paperwork was the worst part of this job. So much bureaucracy. Too much red tape. I was used to it with GPD but it was worse on the federal level since we were interacting with other local and state police departments.

      For the rest of our shift, that’s all we did. As more agents trickled in, the sun rising, and the noise level of the office getting louder with each minute, the more exhausted I was getting.

      Finally, at 8AM, we called it quits.

      “Thank fuck we only have a few more on-call graveyard shifts,” I said, gathering my stuff.

      Twyla gave a snort. “You’re a bachelor, what do you care what shift you work?”

      “Hey, not fair,” I grumbled, grabbing my gym bag I kept under my desk. On slow days, like last night, I worked out in the gym in the basement of the building since I couldn’t go too far. “I like a normal sleeping rhythm just like everybody else.”

      “Riiiight,” Twyla said, stuffing her bag with file folders. “You’re a strange one, Dumont.”

      “Glad you noticed after all this time of us being partners, Beckford,” I returned. “So observant.”

      She gave me the finger.

      I laughed.

      We left the building together but parted ways since we parked at opposite ends of the lot.

      “See ya tonight!” she called out, waving goodbye.

      “Bring coffee,” I shouted back. “The good stuff.”

      “I’ll think about it,” she shouted in farewell.

      Chuckling to myself, I got in my truck. I headed to my apartment instead of running some errands I’d been putting off. As soon I was inside, I dropped my shit on the couch in the living room, took a quick shower then crashed for a solid six hours. It was about early afternoon when my alarm went off, jerking me out of my deep sleep.

      I never felt rested but that was normal for me. Thankfully, my phone hadn’t gone off. I had it set for only work or family to go through sleep mode on my phone and for once, a whole 6 hours of uninterrupted sleep.

      Some days, despite loving my job, I wondered about…the nebulous future. Being a cop had always been all I’d seen and nothing had ever gotten in my way of that one desire.

      Times like now, when I was too alone with my thoughts, I couldn’t stop fixating on how alone I was. But that was the choice I made by keeping strict boundaries on all my relationships, something I’d long since had accepted. I got up and scrubbed my face hard. Christ, I hated the deep-level shit I didn’t dwell on. I’m not a deep thinker when it came to myself, which was on purpose. It didn’t really suit me.

      As I was making food, Davis called. I almost didn’t answer but, like my date with Griffin, I just wanted to get it over with. I grabbed a pair of AirPods I kept charged in the kitchen and put them in so I could make food and talk.

      “Hey,” I greeted, opening my fridge and surveying its contents. “Date went fine. How are your wedding plans going?”

      “Very funny, and not so fast,” Davis retorted. “Willa has been all over me on how bad your date with Griff went.”

      First of all, what woman was named Griffin? I mean, it was kind of a badass, sexy name for a woman but…still. “It was only like fifteen or so minutes, and we barely spoke,” I grunted.

      “What?” Davis asked sharply. “Griff told Willa that it was like an hour.”

      I winced, taking out a NY strip I’d bought a week ago and should probably have eaten already. “Ah, well, fuck,” I said, at length, “I’d forgotten we were supposed to lie about that.”

      “Wade, seriously?” Davis groaned, not amused.

      “Did Griff say it was an awful date?” I asked him, getting out some veggies as well and some quick, microwave-ready brown rice.

      “Uh, well…” Davis took a moment. “No, Willa asked her, but she knows how to interpret her best friend, Wade.”

      I sighed internally. Willa had taken to Griff so fast that it was a bit bewildering. I didn’t make fast attachments like that and I had this sense that Griff was a bit of a loner and kept to herself. Plus, she hardly ever went to any of the weekend get-togethers Willa and Davis always organized. Then again, now that I knew where she worked, she likely worked most weekends.

      “Anyway, so what did Griff actually say about our date?” I asked, wanting facts, not assumptions.

      “Well, she also said it went fine,” Davis replied, carefully.

      “And Willa interprets that as a date from hell?” I asked, incredulous as I got out pots and pans.

      “Those were your words—not mine or Willa’s,” Davis said dryly.

      Now I do sigh, out loud, pausing in my cooking task. “You two forced this on us. Neither of us wanted to go on any kind of date and after two years, seems like it was never meant to be. My love life is better than fine. Sounds like Griff doesn’t want one.”

      “Your love life? More like your sex life,” Davis said dryly.

      “Which is the way I like it,” I reminded him, not hiding the edge in my voice and thus, ending this line of conversation.

      He knew about my marriage, family, and having kids phobia but still thought I’d want that. I just needed the ‘right woman’. I was sick of everyone shoving their own values down my throat. Fuck. That. I knew what I wanted, and didn’t, in my personal life.

      And nothing, and no one, was going to change that. No woman was ever going to change what I knew was a fact.

      “Are you back to normal days soon?” Davis asked, doing a 180-topic change.

      That put me on my guard as I resumed unwrapping the steak to prep it. “Next week. Why?” I asked, suspicious.

      “Well, Griffin’s sister is coming into town in a week and we wanted to do something at our place to welcome her,” he said. “For once, maybe you both will be there at the same freaking time.”

      Yeah. Whatever. I shook my head as I turned on a couple gas burners. “Another setup?” I asked dryly. “But with the sister? Pass.”

      “No, a different setting for you and Griff to just relax and get to know each other as humans,” Davis corrected. “That was my idea but you know my fiancée and her lack of impulse control.”

      That I did. Davis planned to a T. Willa was so spontaneous it could be baffling. Even for me, and I liked spontaneity. Honestly, my personality was closer in line with Willa’s than Davis. But opposites and all that crap, I guess.

      I thought about Davis’ new plan and I knew how it’d go. Either she was there and I couldn’t, or I had to leave early for work before she arrived or some other reason. Then again, Davis and Willa had a huge group of friends, and their get-togethers were about forty or more. So even if we managed to be present at the same time and location, us connecting in a large crowd, was also not a guarantee. All in all, not meant to be. And we were both really okay with that. That was the only thing we had in common and agreed about.

      “Fine, I give in,” I droned on, setting the steak in the seasoned dutch oven. Then on the grill plate, the veggies. “But your plan is still not going to work, D. When this next set-up fails, one, don’t be shocked; and two, no more setups, forever. I mean it. Deal?”

      Davis gave a noise of…denial? Protest, maybe? “Look, despite Willa’s, ah, eagerness—I legit think you two would get along really well if you gave it a chance. That’s it.”

      I just couldn’t see it at all but delusions were delusions till they were broken. And I didn’t mind doing the breaking. “If you say so. But why did you and Willa decide to shove us together all of a sudden, why now?” I asked, realizing all the opportunities over the years and it’d never come to fruition, naturally or otherwise.

      “It was Willa’s idea,” he said immediately.

      “Way to throw her under the bus,” I said, grinning.

      “Do I look like a matchmaker?” he asked, chuckling. “But seriously, I’ve always thought it was a good idea even before she first vocalized it. And we’ve been trying to for a while actually, it just…never happened, till now.”

      “Hint-hint,” I retorted, watching my food cook.

      “I just go with what she says,” he says, lamely.

      “Are you always going be this pussy-whipped?” I asked, looking off and glad I’d never been this love-sick stupid.

      “Hey! That was uncalled for!” he declared, disgruntled.

      I rolled my eyes, but moved on. “Can’t make any promises about this next setup date or whatever you’re calling it—but I’ll try,” I said instead, as a peace offering.

      “Awesome, that’ll appease my future wife for a little while,” he said, sounding somewhat appeased. “But really, I’ve always wanted you to meet Griff.”

      “I don’t get it—why?” I asked, suspicious again. “You’re really overselling this, by the way.”

      “I don’t mean you two meet in a romantic way, not like Willa,” he said quickly, “just that I thought you two would get along. She’s not like most people, or women, you’ve met, trust me. Griff tells it like it is and makes no apologies for it. She’d be good for you.”

      “Like, what…be friends?” I asked, confused. “I have plenty of friends.”

      “You have acquaintances, work friends, and sex partners,” Davis replied. “I’m your only close friend and that’s cuz we’ve known each other since we were babies.”

      “That’s not true,” I said, defensively but getting uneasy.

      “You ever talk to people from college or the PD?” he tossed back. “You shuck them off as you’ve moved through life.”

      We’d had this convo before but I always shut it down. I shook my head cuz I wasn’t going to get into this with him. “Look, I’m making some food and need to focus on that then get ready for work tonight. You go back to your job at the museum and leave me alone about my dating and sex life. For now, okay?”

      Davis chuckled. “All right but we are going to eventually revisit this convo. Talk to you later, man.”

      “Yeah, later,” I said, and hung up.

      I went back to my cooking endeavors but I was kinda pissed off at this convo and past convos I’d had with Davis. Not just from Willa but also other people. I hated the pressure they put on me and their level of expectations was outrageous. I didn’t want their life. I wanted mine, my way.

      But that last dig about me shucking people stung. And only because Davis was right. Which was annoying as hell.

      The only person that didn’t harass me was my partner but she certainly pushed the boundaries at times. But despite myself, I thought back to my college friends and PD colleagues. I didn’t keep connections. I made them easily enough but, yeah, I shed them as soon as it was convenient. I knew it was indirectly tied to my childhood, but I wasn’t going to obsess over it either.

      When my phone rang and also pinged, I groaned. But it was my boss, SSA Kate Hoffman. I answered right away.

      “Hey, boss,” I stated, eying my untouched food. “What’s up?”

      “Gonna keep it short, Dumont,” she said, all business and brisk. “I’ve just texted you an address in Duckpond. Meet your partner there.”

      “What’s happened?” I asked quickly.

      “Missing child. Ten hours missing,” she said briskly. “Parents are department heads at UF. Get there quick, Agent.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said, ignoring her political subtext by mentioning who the parents were.

      She hung up on me and I put away all the food and got dressed. Then I got in my truck and headed towards the address in the text.

      Duckpond was the historical part of Gainesville. It was near the downtown area and the university and where the more elite and well-to-do people lived.

      Missing childrens’ cases were always a grim affair. I’d been involved in 3 since I was a police officer, and only one had ended well.

      It was bright and sunny out. Hot and muggy, too. The traffic was light. Everything around me looked normal, peaceful even. Soon, that’d all be in my rearview. Because this was going to be a long, likely ugly day.
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      Dad had passed years ago from a heart attack when I was little. Then, a few years later, Mom died from an allergic reaction to peanuts. Luckily, Fin and I had no peanut allergies.

      Thanks, Dad!

      But the middle sister, Murphy, did.

      Poor girl.

      I was only 3 when Dad died and 5 when Mom died. After Mom died, we all lived with our grandparents on Dad’s side in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, which was an even dinkier small town, but only twenty miles away. My grandparents on my Mom’s side—in Kansas—had also been rather involved so we’d seen them often as well growing up. But even they were all gone now. It was just us: the three musketeers thought we did have a sprinkling of random scattered relatives here and there.

      I barely remembered my parents. Sometimes, I was glad, because Fin and Murphy had a lot of memories and it hurt them. I was glad to not have that kind of pain following me around, haunting me like a shadow.

      As a result of those tragedies, Fin lived in a world where she had to feel alive all the time. She was 34 and still acted like she was in college—and invincible. It wasn’t like she was out of control, but our parents’ deaths had made her a bit impulsive and sometimes reckless. She was never stopping. Moving from one thing to the next. One guy to the next. She took risky chances even when she knew it was a bad choice.

      Murphy, well, she was normal. Too normal.

      Me? I probably played it too safe.

      I hefted a huge duffel bag from the conveyer while Finley grabbed two suitcases. She was only staying for 2 weeks. Not 2 years.

      “Did you update my new phone number to your contact list?” she asked, on said new phone.

      Which she didn’t need. She’d bought the latest iPhone only last year. But Fin was always about getting the latest whatever just because she could, which I thought was crazy.

      But I didn’t voice any of that. Instead, I merely gave an indelicate grunt as my reply, barely catching the strap of her duffel from crashing to the ground.

      “Careful with that!” Fin exclaimed.

      “Is there a dead body in this thing?” I groused, glaring at her.

      “Very funny,” she said, glaring back. “If you did some strength training, lifting something with any weight wouldn’t feel so insurmountable.”

      I scowled at her. She had a point but I wasn’t going to say that either. “Two suitcases and a duffel… Are you moving in?” I complained instead.

      “Don’t be silly,” she said, using a compact to check her perfect makeup.

      Fin was gorgeous and she knew it. Not a hair was out of place. Her ridiculously expensive and cute outfit fit her athletic frame perfectly. She knew that too.

      I was sweating like a pig and looked like shit. I didn’t dress up to pick up my sister from the airport but as she looked around, to see if any nearby hot guy was around to notice her, I knew it was going to be a long two weeks. She was going to be on a mission to have a vacation boyfriend, and she’d expect me to deliver on some options.

      Fuck my life.

      Once I got the duffel under control and grabbed one of her suitcases, I nudged her to take the other one then we headed towards the front of the airport.

      “C’mon, follow me,” I said, leading her outside. The automatic doors kept belching in hot, humid, muggy Florida heat and it felt like I was living in a hairdryer set at high.

      “It’s so hot,” she complained as soon as we exited and headed towards my car.

      “You live in Kentucky. It’s hot and humid as hell there right now as well,” I tossed back.

      “It’s different.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sure,” I said dryly.

      She smacked my arm, but she was grinning. I smiled back. With her long, blonde hair that was the same exact shade as mine, and our nearly matching dark blue eyes, we were often mistaken for twins.

      Which Fin loved since I was the youngest of us three.

      “You talk to Murph lately?” Fin asked, distracted on her phone.

      I nodded. “She called me last week and said to make sure you don’t get knocked up, or get a STD or marry some stranger, or⁠—”

      “Jesus, I get it,” Fin butted in, aggressively. “And so…rude. And she’s a pastor’s wife for crying out loud!”

      “I told her I couldn’t promise shit,” I added.

      Fin laughed. “Well, she’ll be quiet for a while since she’s doing that camping thing with Ashlyn and her wife and their kids,” she reminded me.

      Our cousin Ash was very much into nature and had roped our domesticated middle sister into camping, of all things. Murph was…really not a camping-type of person but Ash could be very persuasive.

      “And you know what that means?” Fin posed. “She won’t have time to bitch to me and you about how I’m wasting my life hopping from man to man, bed from bed, or whatever harlot thing I’m doing.”

      “Thank God,” I groaned.

      We loved Murph but she could be super judgy sometimes. And ever since she married her pastor of a husband, all we got from her was passive-aggressive lectures on how our lifestyles weren’t…proper. Not as fulfilled as her life. But Fin got the brunt of it.

      Whatever. Not starting the next world war with her made me a friggin’ saint. But even I knew Murph was somewhat fragile and delicate in how she handled reality sometimes.

      Once I stuffed Fin’s shit in my car and we were inside, cooling off with the A/C blasted at full cold, we headed back to my condo.

      “Gawd, this town is so…boring,” Fin commented as I drove her away from GNV.

      I side-eyed her. It was her first trip here and she was already slamming this city I’d grown to appreciate.

      “We’re barely in town, how can you tell Gainesville is boring?” I asked, frowning at her.

      “I can see the horizon and the city before us—I can tell, Griff,” she muttered, on her phone.

      “If you say so…snob,” I muttered under my breath.

      “Why don’t you move to Miami, or Jacksonville?” she asked, checking her hair and adjusting her clothes. She was in white short-shorts, and a backless, silk halter top.

      “You know why. Uncle Chiggy lives here.” I winced. “Er, used to live here. And Great Aunt Loop really helped me out the first few months when I moved⁠—”

      She squared me a look. “Then he moved to Mexico and she died.”

      I gritted my teeth, forcing for some inner patience I really didn’t have much of. “Fin, I’ve told you before, I felt like I needed to stay and I have no regrets,” I said, steadfastly paying attention to the road and light traffic, and trying to keep my tone even. “Stop harassing me about it.”

      “Look, what I mean is that you should move to an actual city that has more going for it,” she stated, thinking she was stating this old convo in a new and fresh way. She wasn’t. “You have nothing here.”

      “I like it here. Plus, I found that job at the event center right away, and then I met Willa and Davis. End of story.” I wasn’t going to argue further. “So, how’s work?” I asked, always a safe topic and she loved talking about it.

      “Great!” she said, beaming at me. “We’re going to have a great roster this year. I mean, a real chance at winning at UCA.”

      Finely has been a cheer fanatic for years. After our parents’ deaths, she’d been a handful so Grandma Pip had enrolled her at the local gymnastics club in Cedar Rapids and she’d taken to it like water. While she’d been a stand-out gymnast since she was in middle school, she’d gotten into cheer due to a high school boyfriend who was a stunter and backspot. Ever since, she’d been hooked.

      After a very successful college career in cheer and academics, she’d dedicated her life to cheerleading. But for the last two years, she’d been an assistant coach for the cheer team at the University of Kentucky, which was one of the top cheer squads in the US. Before that, she’d had a long stint with Varsity, working all over the US after she’d graduated with a law degree and a Masters in psychology.

      Watching her do her thing and be so successful had always amazed me. Especially since I was the complete opposite. I was
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