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      HARPER

      My left foot catches underneath my right one as I push open the door at Smooth Smoothies. The bell overhead dings just as I crash onto the cement outside — spilling the four bright orange drinks across the sidewalk in the process. The lids of all four burst off, and the liquid splashes on the shoes of an innocent passerby.

      I scramble to my feet, trying to ignore the burn of newly scraped flesh on an elbow and both shins. “Sorry. I⁠—”

      “Smooth move.” Ron Alderman shakes his foot, spreading the orange smoothie even further around the area.

      I take back what I said about him being an innocent passerby. He’s not innocent, and he always deserves it when food gets spilled on him. And no, this isn’t the first time.

      “It was an accident, Ron.”

      “Not when you’re the clumsiest person on the island.”

      “That’s rude,” comes a deep voice from behind me. “And it also isn’t true.”

      I turn around.

      Drew Garrett looms over me, his brows furrowed as he stares down Ron. “How about instead of making fun of her, we help to clean up this mess?”

      “Have at it, pretty boy. I need to clean my shoes before the leather is permanently ruined.” He shoots me a glare. “See you in a couple hours.”

      Ron storms off.

      Drew gathers the cups, now mostly empty and completely sticky.

      I leap toward him. “You don’t have to do that.”

      He gives me a kind smile that could melt me into a puddle right along with all the smoothies on the ground. “I don’t mind. You should go inside and take care of those scratches. It looks like they hurt.”

      “They do,” I admit, “but I need to get this mess cleaned up before someone slips.”

      “I’ve got it.” He motions for me to go inside.

      Carol, one of my coworkers, rushes over with a first aid kit and hands it to me. She sighs dramatically. “I saw the way Drew rushed over and told off Ron.”

      My face burns hotter than my scrapes. “I wish he hadn’t seen me being my klutzy self.”

      “Everyone drops things once in a while.”

      “As often as me?”

      She doesn’t respond, except to push me toward the bathroom. “Get cleaned up. I’ve already made new smoothies and will take them over to the spa.”

      The spa. With all the commotion, I’d completely forgotten about my delivery. The spa offers some of the smoothie shop’s premium drinks as part of their luxury packages. And this will probably be the last time I’m asked to deliver, which is a bummer considering the high tips that come along with it.

      By the time I’m done in the bathroom, I have Band-Aids on my elbow, both shins, and even the side of my chin — a scrape I hadn’t even felt. I look like a mummy with all of these bandages.

      When I get outside Drew, who doesn’t even work here, is mopping up my mess.

      Carol steps out of the spa, waves at me, and gives me a thumbs-up.

      Drew dips the mop into the bucket and turns to me. “I think that’s everything.”

      “You really didn’t have to do that.”

      “So you already said. And I don’t mind.” He gives me that smile again.

      My cheeks heat up, and I reach for the mop and bucket, hoping he doesn’t see my face change color. “Thanks for everything.”

      “Glad to help. How are your scrapes?”

      “Fine.” I pull the bucket toward the door. “See you around.”

      “I hope your day gets better.” He flashes me another grin before sauntering away.

      My breath catches in my throat, and I nearly fall over the bucket.

      Carol runs over and takes the mop from me. “Did you see the way he was looking at you?”

      “Like I’m a first class klutz?”

      “No! That smile.” She places a hand over her heart and sighs.

      “He was just being nice.”

      “It was more than that.”

      I shake my head vehemently in protest. “He was just trying to make me feel better after Ron humiliated me in front of the other people walking around.”

      And more importantly, people like Drew never take any romantic interest in people like me. He’s practically a celebrity because of his modeling career. He literally travels all over the world to advertise luxury brand name items. Rumor has it he was even in a magazine leaning on a million-dollar sports car in Germany.

      Fine, it’s more than a rumor. I tracked down a copy online and now it’s on my bookshelf, where I might happen to look through it on a weekly basis along with some other magazines he’s been in. Maybe. Okay, I do. At least I can say I don’t have any pictures from the shoot that half the island makes fun of him for — an underwear ad. Something he swears he’ll never do again.

      After I return the mop and bucket to the utility closet, Carol holds out a folded bill.

      “What’s this for?”

      “The tip from the spa. Take it.”

      I don’t. “You’re the one who delivered it.”

      “But you should have.”

      “You took it over. It’s yours.”

      She shoves it into my palm. “You need it more than I do.”

      Great. Now I’m a charity case.

      Carol gives me a knowing look, as if she can read my mind. “I’m not the one working three jobs. I want you to have it.”

      I thank her and manage to get through the rest of my shift without any more mishaps. But Drew won’t leave my thoughts. His smile keeps forcing its way into my mind, making my face flush with heat each time.

      Once my shift is over, I race home to check on my cats. I started with just one, Cupcake, who went into heat before I made an appointment to get her fixed. The information I read online led me astray, and then a stray got her pregnant.

      Now I have seven cats. The six kittens are adorable and fun, and almost old enough to find their forever homes. The only problem is, I don’t want to let any of them go. Not that I can afford to have that many — the food alone would take half my income, and that isn’t even considering general upkeep, like shots.

      I shouldn’t have let myself fall in love with them, but how was I not supposed to? I’ve been watching them grow since they were born.

      So here I am, exhausted from working three jobs and with maybe only two or three weeks left with my fuzzy little babies. I manage to give them all cuddles, food, and water without thinking about the day we’ll have to part. Then I warm up some leftovers — I’m pretty sure they’re expired by now, but I don’t have the time to make something else or the money to buy something quick.

      On my way out the door, my phone rings. It’s Mom. I let her go to voicemail. If I talk to her now, I’m likely to cave and work for the family business. Their company runs most of the outdoor activities on the island — hiking expeditions, whale watching tours, exploring the caves on the cliffs. That type of thing. But I’ve tried just about everything, even office work, and it all ended up like me on the pavement earlier.

      A disaster.

      Out of my entire family, I’m the only one who isn’t outdoorsy and athletic. Sometimes I wonder if I was adopted or switched at birth. My brother and sister both love working for Mom and Dad. They can have it.

      I pull into the parking lot at the Misty Island Breeze building. I’m a photographer, taking pictures for the journalists. If I was the one writing articles, I’d make enough to be able to quit at least one of my other jobs. Maybe both. I’d kind of hate to walk away from my morning work at the Precious Paws Animal Shelter though. I love the cats I work with every morning. At least I don’t let myself fall for those pets. My boss Ripple wouldn’t let me adopt any given my schedule of three jobs anyway.

      But if I went down to one job…

      No. I can’t let myself think about bringing more cats home. Or of getting my hopes up about lessening my workload. I’ve asked plenty of times about becoming a writer for the paper or getting a promotion at the shelter. Both are a hard no. Finding work on the island is challenging enough, I should be glad to have three places to work. Enough to pay my bills and keep Cupcake.

      When I get inside, the office is loud with the sounds of keyboards being typed on, conversation, and some 80s music in the background.

      Ron rounds a corner and eyeballs my covered scrapes. Starts to say something.

      I interrupt him. “I look like a mummy, right? Gotta love all these bandages.”

      He looks like I took the wind from his sails.

      Good.

      The editor-in-chief steps out of her office and whistles to get everyone’s attention. “I have an announcement to make.”

      My stomach sinks. If it’s layoffs, I’ll be the first to go. If push comes to shove, the writers can take their own photos. Even Ron.

      Everyone gathers around.

      Melinda clears her throat. “We have an interesting opportunity. Susan Wilson, who runs the annual spring charity auction, would like us to save it. If it continues to drop in earnings, this will be the last year.”

      “That thing is still going?” I ask.

      “Exactly,” Melinda says.

      “She’s going to advertise in the Breeze?” Ron asks.

      Melinda nods. “Right, but it’s more than that. We need to run articles that will drum up interest. Susan needs items donated. Not typical things. Something that will bring people in and start a bidding war.”

      “Like a whale watching tour?” I ask.

      “That would be a start.”

      “Or a rental at one of the fancier bed and breakfasts?” Tori asks.

      “A puppy?” I ask. “Or a kitten?”

      “I’d bid on a spa day.” Alexa sighs dreamily.

      We continue throwing out ideas, and Melinda beams. “These are all great ideas. You all see if you can procure the things you named. People donating can fill out the forms on the auction’s website. All you have to do is ask.”

      Right. With all of my free time. But at least I have a reason to call my mom back that won’t involve her trying to get me to work for my parents.

      “That’s not all,” Melinda says. “Whoever can bring in the most value for the auction will earn a head writer position.”

      I stare at my boss in disbelief. She’s giving us an opportunity to become a head writer? I could quit both my other jobs.

      Mumbled whispers fill the room as we all make our way to our desks. Mine is the tiniest, and tucked away behind some old filing cabinets.

      While I edit some photos I took over the last few days, my mind races with ideas. I know a lot of people around town, so that would help me talk them into donating big items. And then I could potentially be a full-time writer here.

      No more selling smoothies. That would be the first job I quit.

      I flash back to my tumble earlier, and Drew’s smiling face takes over my memory. My face warms, and thankfully nobody can see me behind the cabinets. Carol was wrong about him though. He wasn’t flirting. He was just being nice. In fact, he⁠—

      He’s a model. Gorgeous and adored.

      What if he would be willing to be in the auction? If a date with him was up for grabs, women would climb over each other for the winning bid.

      That could save the auction. And I could become one of the head writers for the paper.

      I only need to see if Susan would be willing to auction off a person. How could she turn down that idea? It’s brilliant.

      It would save the auction. And my sanity.
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      DREW

      The door squeaks behind me as I close it. Water drips into the bucket across the living room from yesterday’s rain. Being that Misty Falls is just off the coast of Washington state, we get a lot of rain. Almost daily for the majority of the year. The bucket is full, so I swap it with an empty one and pour the water down the drain in the sink.

      Peeling paint catches my attention as I walk around the house. I really do need to fix this place up. It seems like every day brings a new problem. It won’t be long before someone from City Hall condemns the place.

      But I can’t bear to change anything. Everything is just as it was when my parents lived in it, and this is all I have left of them. I was only nine when Mom died, and then Dad barely survived to take care of me until I graduated high school. He passed away that summer before I left for college. Mom had cancer, and he had a broken heart. They were each other’s worlds, and without me around Dad saw nothing left to live for. His heart literally just gave up.

      I walk around the house, dusting and gazing at old framed pictures of happier times. Vacations, trips to the park, anniversaries, and birthdays. All before I turned ten, because Dad couldn’t bear to put up new photos. It was too much for him to accept that life went on without Mom.

      My phone rings. The caller ID shows it’s my agent.

      I answer right away. “Did I get the shoot in France?”

      Lisa’s hesitation tells me all I need to know.

      “Why not?”

      “Someone younger.”

      “Again?” I tug on my hair. “I’m only thirty. What’s the deal?”

      “You’re aging out for the ones you keep going for.”

      “Am I supposed to be applying for adult diaper ads?”

      “That wouldn’t be a bad idea.”

      “What?” I exclaim.

      “I’m kidding. Mostly. You don’t need to go that extreme, but you do have to be open to other types of shoots if you want to keep getting as many as you’re used to.”

      I plop down on the couch, causing a plume of dust to rise around me. My eyes water, and I cough. “Do you have any ideas?”

      “There are plenty that would snatch you up in a heartbeat, but you have to get used to the idea of different brands and products.”

      I sigh. “Like a retirement community?”

      “That’s the spirit.”

      “Seriously?”

      “No, but you have to be willing to accept other kinds of offers for me to start asking around for them. What do you say?”

      I look around the neglected home I grew up in. It needs a lot of work, which will take even more time — something I have in short supply. “Yeah, fine.”

      “That wasn’t exactly a yes.”

      “Yes. Are you happy?”

      “I am. Don’t be disappointed if you don’t get any more underwear gigs.”

      “That was one time!” And I’m never going to live that down. Not here in Misty Falls, and not with my agent.

      “Although we could probably get you something in a swimsuit. You’d have to represent dads, of course.”

      “Of course.” I hold back an eye roll. “Do you have any good news? Any offers? Or did you only call to make me feel bad about my geriatric condition?”

      That actually gets a laugh from Lisa. “I’ll be in touch soon. Now that you’ve agreed to expand your horizons, the offers should start flowing in again.”

      “Great, thanks.”

      “Keep your ringer on.”

      “Always do.”

      The call ends, and I get up. Guilt stings again for not taking better care of the house. If Mom were still alive, she’d have it in pristine condition. I may not remember a lot from when she was around, but I do remember the pride she took in making our home nice. She and Dad would work together, keeping the place up. But all of that stopped once she got sick.

      I shove those thoughts aside. Even after all these years, thinking about my parents can still upset me. I want to keep everything as it was when they were here. But the leaks and thick layers of dust are evidence that life goes on whether we want it to or not.

      And to get my mind off pain from my past, I need to get out of here. I don’t want to think about death or getting older. I really hope Lisa was kidding about the retirement community.

      Once outside, I breathe in the fresh ocean air. One thing about the island I grew up on is how good it smells. Nowhere else I’ve traveled has compared.

      I get in my sports car and head to my condo. It’s at the top of the building and I have a view of the Pacific Ocean from every window. The deck stretches on for what feels like forever. I can easily trick myself into thinking I’m on vacation when I’m home.

      My place is the complete opposite of my dusty childhood home. It’s bright and airy, always clean. I hire people to keep it tidy. Given how often I spend traveling for work, which granted has been less these days, I just don’t have time for upkeep. I’d hire them for my parents’ place too, but I don’t want anyone touching anything. And now it’s officially dilapidated.

      I really need to fix it up.

      My phone rings again and I whip it out of my pocket, hoping Lisa has already found me a shoot somewhere tropical. Or at least warmer than here. It’s the end of winter, but while spring is nearing it doesn’t mean the days will be less dreary for months to come.

      It isn’t Lisa calling. It’s Rake.

      My spirits lift immediately. These days it isn’t often my best friend and I are in town at the same time.

      I accept the call. “How long are you home?”

      “A few weeks before I start filming my next movie. You wanna meet somewhere for a drink?”

      “That sounds perfect.”

      We agree to meet at Wish You Were Beer, a local bar, and I head out before having a chance to settle in at home. Not that I mind. It’ll be good to see Rake. Feels like it’s been forever. The last time he and Josie were home, I was in New York. Or was I in Portugal? It’s so hard to keep track of where I was when.

      When I step into the bar, I’m greeted by the familiar sound of pool balls clacking and loud music. Rake waves at me from a table near the back with a view of the crashing waves. Two beers and a massive plate of nachos take up the table.

      I dig into the food. “You’re a man after my own heart.”

      He laughs. “Don’t tell that to Josie. She might get jealous.”

      “Maybe I’m jealous of her.”

      Rake snorts.

      “What have you been filming this time?”

      “A few episodes of some romantic drama I’m sure you’ve never heard of. I hadn’t, before being offered the part.”

      “Romance, huh? Are you changing genres now?” I throw him a teasing look.

      “Hardly, but I do like to keep my options open. Never know what the next big thing will be, and I want in on it.”

      “Being a main character on TV’s most popular show isn’t enough for you, Mr. Household Name?”

      “You know how it goes. Stars rise high and then disappear. I don’t want that happening. It’s why I’m taking every side gig I can get.”

      “Tell me about it,” I mutter.

      Rake arches a brow.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Don’t give me that.”

      I sigh, not wanting to admit that I’m aging myself out of a job. No way am I modeling for a retirement community. At least not in the next twenty years.

      “Getting beat out by younger guys?” Rake asks.

      I start to deny it, but stop. “How’d you know?”

      “Because I’m dealing with the same thing. Instead of wild party boy roles, now I’m being offered Dad roles. Can you believe that?”

      “At least it isn’t just me.”

      “Thirty is still young, but Hollywood wants younger.”

      “You seem to be handling it in stride,” I say. “How are you doing it?”

      He shrugs. “It’s a bummer, sure, but it also gives me the chance to try some new roles. I’m eager to expand my skills.”

      “That’s one benefit to acting. With modeling, it’s all the same.”

      “Have you thought about doing something else?” he asks.

      “Like what?”

      “Something here in Misty Falls. You know, so you can settle down.”

      “Settle down?” I ask. “You think I need to get married because you did?”

      “It would be fun to have some double dates.”

      I take a deep breath. “That’s not for me.”

      “Why not?”

      “Just because you’re happily married doesn’t mean I have to be.”

      He frowns.

      “Nothing against you, but the traditional family isn’t part of my life dream.”

      “Because of your parents?”

      “New topic. Have the Mariners started spring training yet?”

      “It’s still winter,” he says. “Don’t let your parents stop you from having a family of your own.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it.” I take a swig of my drink and slam the glass down.

      “Hey, I know it’s a sore subject but⁠—”

      “Then don’t bring it up.” I take the last of the nachos and stuff them in my mouth.

      “Don’t you want to experience the love your parents had?”

      “Look where it got them.”

      “That doesn’t mean you’ll have the same fate. You could grow old with someone who⁠—”

      “No. Look, just because your parents have the perfect marriage and the perfect life doesn’t mean that everyone else will. I hope you and Josie follow in their footsteps, really I do. But it isn’t for me. I seriously don’t want to talk about it right now. Or ever.”

      Rake nods. “Okay. Just think about opening yourself to the idea. You might just be missing out on something amazing.”

      “Or maybe I’m living my best life.”

      “Have you ever gone on more than two dates with the same person?”

      “What is this? Pick on Drew day? I’m done.” I stand and shove the chair against the table harder than necessary.

      “Drew—”

      “Not now.” I make my way through the bar, which every square inch has turned into a dance floor. When I step outside, the quiet is momentarily deafening. But I welcome it. Nobody to tell me I’m old or wasting my life out here.

      I take a few breaths to clear my head and try to remember where I parked my car. Great, I’m already becoming forgetful. No, I’m just flustered. How dare Rake tell me I should get married when he knows how I feel about that?

      Love ruins lives. My dad could barely function after Mom passed away. Then he finally died of a broken heart.

      Like I want that for myself. I’m perfectly happy on my own without having to worry about anyone else.

      I remember parking a few blocks away, and I head for my car.

      Just before I reach it, a door opens and smacks into my shoulder.

      Harper steps out from the building. Her eyes widen. “I’m so sorry! I can’t get anything right today involving doors.”

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Are you okay?” She reaches for me.

      I step back. “I’m fine.”

      She frowns, and I notice the bandage on her chin.

      “Are you okay from your tumble earlier?”

      “That? It was nothing.”

      An awkward silence hangs between us. If I wasn’t in a bad mood from arguing with Rake, I’d think of the perfect thing to say and probably even bring a smile to her face. But all I want to do is go home and lose myself in a movie, preferably one involving car chases and a lot of things blowing up.

      Harper clears her throat, and her gaze darts all around, everywhere except to me.

      This is awesome. Have I now lost my touch with women? I may as well get on a waitlist for a retirement home at this point.

      “I have an idea, and it involves you.”

      That catches me off guard. And suddenly I’m worried. “What is it?”

      She chews on her lower lip for a moment before looking me in the eyes. I never noticed the intensity in her chocolate brown eyes or the sprinkling of freckles over her nose.

      I blink a few times and focus on her Band-Aid instead.

      “Don’t think I’m crazy,” she says.

      “Never.”

      Her expression relaxes. “You know the island’s spring auction?”

      “That’s still a thing?”

      “Yeah, and it needs saving.”

      “You want me to donate something? I have a rental property near the beach. Maybe I could donate a week to the highest bidder. Or there’s my⁠—”

      “Actually, I have another idea for you. Not that the beach house is a bad idea.”

      “What can I give?”

      “It’s a little unconventional.” She tugs on her hair and looks all around me again, like she’s hesitant about telling me.

      “Just spill it.”

      “I want to auction you.”

      It takes me a minute to find my voice. “Me? I’m not sure I understand.”

      “Well, more specifically, a date with you. Ideally at the dance the next night, but I guess we could figure that out later. If you’re up for the idea.”

      “You think that a date with me can save the auction?”

      “You don’t?”

      “Usually I pay for the dates I go on, not the other way around.”

      “I spoke with the lady who runs the auction, and she likes the idea. She actually wants to find a group of eligible bachelors. It should draw in a lot of interest. Not only from people who want to bid, but also from people who are curious. And the more people there, the more that are likely to bid on something.”

      “When is the auction? I need to make sure I’m in town.”

      “I can get you all the information.” She pulls out her phone and slides her finger around the screen. “Is this still your number?”

      I glance at the screen. “Yep.”

      “Great. I’ll text you the deets soon.”

      “When do I need to let you know by?”

      “I’ll let you know that too.”

      “Perfect. Uh, thanks for thinking of me.”

      “No problem.” She gives a little wave and walks away with a spring in her step.

      What have I just gotten myself into?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      HARPER

      Three kittens are crawling all over me, and a fourth is climbing up my arm. I gently remove his tiny claws from my skin and pull the spotted fluff ball off.

      “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Mew.”

      “That makes sense.” I laugh and snuggle him. He puts up with it for a minute before squirming to get away.

      The little orange one trips and falls into the food bowl. I pick her up and wipe off the wet food. She squeaks in protest. It’s the most adorable sound.

      I really don’t know how I’m going to let go of these kittens. Twelve weeks is a long time to invest in them. Maybe if I get the promotion at the paper I can keep one.

      Speaking of the Misty Falls Breeze, I check the time. Only a few more minutes until I have to leave for my third job of the day. At least I’ve managed to get through the day this far without any mishaps like yesterday. And best of all, Susan really likes my idea for the dating portion of the auction.

      She even told me that if I can get Drew to agree, she will put it on the docket. Once it’s on there, we can start looking for other guys.

      All day I’ve been thinking of ways I can convince him. Any bonuses I can add in to make it even more appealing to him. Something he can’t say no to. Then if the bachelor auction brings in enough donations, the promotion will be a sure thing. I’ll be able to quit my other two jobs and have more free time. More down time with kittens crawling all over me. It doesn’t get any better than this.

      I pull myself away from them and hurry to my car, my mind still trying to figure out a way to make the auction as appealing as possible for Drew.

      Halfway to the Breeze, I get stuck in traffic. Crane my neck to see what the holdup is.

      A parade.

      I shouldn’t be surprised. This town always has twenty different tourist attractions going on, whether it be parades, the weekly kite festival, fairs, or celebrating an oddball holiday like ninja day.

      Today I don’t have time to see what’s going on, so I turn at the first side street and take a different route to work. I go through a neighborhood near the elementary school. One house sticks out like a sore thumb — and I know about sore thumbs, although right now it’s my shins aching. It takes me a moment to realize that it’s Drew’s old house.

      He and I weren’t friends in school, obviously. Not only did we have a four-year age gap, but he was Mr. Popularity and I was Miss Klutz.

      Some things don’t change.

      But I do remember that his mom died when he was little. Cancer, I think.

      I can’t even conceive of such a loss. As much as I complain about my family, I don’t know what I’d do if they weren’t around. That doesn’t mean I want to work with them, but I can’t imagine my life without them. And that reminds me that I still need to call my mom back.

      After a few more turns, I make it back to the main road and pull into the parking lot at work just in time. Inside, everyone is bustling around as usual. I head for my hidden desk, but before I reach it, someone grabs my arm.

      I whip around in surprise.

      It’s Melinda, the editor-in-chief.

      My stomach sinks. What did I do wrong?

      She breaks out into a wide grin. “Susan called me with your idea. It’s brilliant! You’re a real go-getter. I had no idea you had it in you.”

      “I… thanks?”

      “When were you going to tell me?”

      “Um, well, I haven’t had time to work out many details. I still have to convince Drew Garrett to say yes before it’s a done deal.”

      “It sounds like it already is, based on the way Susan is talking. Great work. A dating auction. Why didn’t anyone else think of it sooner?”

      I shrug.

      Melinda beams. “I want you focused on this. The writers can take their own pictures for now. Do whatever it takes to get Drew on board, and a head writer position is yours. Someone with that type of creative thinking deserves that position.”

      “Okay.”

      She squeezes my shoulder and struts off, talking to herself.

      I blink a few times, trying to believe that conversation just happened.

      Ron walks by. Stops and gives me a funny look. “Did you get lost on your way to your desk?”

      “No, I froze in terror when I saw your face. One of your parents is a blobfish, right? That’s where you got your looks.”

      “You’re so mature.”

      I smirk before hurrying to my desk. Two days in a row I’ve shut him down. But nothing will be better than getting that promotion instead of him. And that means I need to convince Drew to sign on the dotted line.

      My mind mulls over ideas while I edit photos I’ve taken that need to get back to the writers. I can’t wait for the day someone else is taking pictures for me. I come to one of a house that needed to be painted years ago.

      That reminds me of Drew’s old house. His mom’s illness.

      Then it hits me.

      There has to be a charity for the type of cancer she had. If the proceeds from the bids for his date went to support that cause, he’d surely be in. Not only that but I’d be helping to bring awareness to an important issue. It would be a win for everyone.

      It only takes a few minutes online to find everything I need. Then I call Susan and ask what she thinks about the bachelors choosing the cause their bids go to.

      I have no idea how that works or what she’ll think of it. For all I know, all the proceeds go to a certain charity already.

      And the silence on the other end of the line doesn’t give me much hope.

      “It’s a fantastic idea!” Susan finally says.

      “It is? That won’t take away from whatever else the money goes to?”

      “Not at all. We work with several organizations, and if this dating auction brings in as many new people as I think it will, everyone will benefit. If you keep coming up with these great ideas, I might just have to hire you.”

      I laugh nervously.

      “Just kidding, sweetie. But feel free to keep the ideas coming!”

      We end the call, and I lean back in the chair and think of how to word my proposal to Drew. Will he be excited about donating to the cancer cause, or will he have something else in mind?

      Once I figure it out, I start typing a text. It’s so long I run out of room. This is too much for even two full texts. So I erase it all and ask him if he’ll meet me to talk about it instead.

      I can hardly believe my eyes when he responds right away.

      Drew: Sure. Want to meet at Phó-nomenal in 30 min?

      He wants to meet right away? I can’t say no to that.

      Harper: See you then.

      Drew: Great.

      Great, indeed. Hopefully I don’t mess this up. If there’s a way, I’m sure to find it.

      When I tell Melinda about my appointment, she actually hugs me. “How is it you’re only a photographer? Someone should’ve promoted you long ago.”

      “I’ve wondered that myself.”

      A funny look crosses her face, then she nudges me toward the door. “Do us proud.”

      “Okay.”

      I get stuck in the parade traffic again, having already forgotten about it. This time I can’t get around it, but at least I make it to the restaurant within the thirty minutes.

      Drew already has a table, and he waves me over. “It sounds like you have a lot to tell me about the auction. I saw the dancing dots going for a long time before I got your text.”

      He saw that?

      Heat creeps into my cheeks. “It was a lot to text. It seemed better to talk rather than having to tap it all out.”

      “Makes perfect sense.”

      Mai, the sweet but also sassy owner, comes over. “Two of my favorite customers. What can I get you today?”

      We give her our orders, and she takes off.

      I fill Drew in on the auction and how I convinced Susan to let the bachelors pick which charity their bid goes to. Then I tell him the one I thought he might like.

      He doesn’t react, doesn’t even blink.

      My breath hitches. Maybe bringing up his mom’s death was a bad idea.

      Then his expression softens dramatically. “You actually remember the type of cancer she had?”

      “I had to look it up, but I did remember that it was cancer.”

      “You went to all that trouble for me?”

      “I wouldn’t call it trouble.” Or for him only. I really need the promotion. But I don’t tell him that.

      Drew rubs the back of his neck. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “That you’ll be in the auction?”

      “Do you have a date?”

      “For the auction?” Is he asking me to go with him? No, that’s crazy. Guys like him are never interested in me. Ever.

      “When is it?”

      My face burns. He must think I’m the world’s biggest idiot. I basically am.

      I pull out my phone, find the details, and tell him the day.

      “I’ll make sure my calendar is open.”

      My phone falls onto the table. “You’ll do it?”

      “Count me in.”

      I squeal. “Thank you!”

      He laughs. “It sounds like fun, and I love that the money can go toward research for my mom’s cancer.”

      “I’m really sorry that you lost her.”

      “Me too.” He sighs. “There are so many things I wish could be different.”

      Mai brings our food, and we discuss more details about the auction over the meal. I make a list of his questions and promise to get answers.

      It’s hard to believe this is actually happening. If everything goes like I hope, then I could be a one-job woman before long. Probably even get benefits, which is something my parents remind me of every time I talk to them. At least I’ll be able to get them off my back about that much.

      Drew pushes his empty bowl away. “The auction idea really is a good one. I’m glad you thought of asking me.”

      “How could I not after you helped me out yesterday?”

      “I’m just glad I was there to put Ron in his place.”

      “That’s a never-ending job.”

      He tilts his head. “You have to see him a lot?”

      “He works at the Breeze. Sometimes I have to take pictures for his articles. It can be a nightmare.”

      “I bet.”

      Mai comes by and collects our plates. “Dessert?”

      “I couldn’t eat another bite,” I say.

      “And I have to get going,” Drew says.

      “Good, good. One check or two?” She looks back and forth between us.

      Before I can say two, Drew tells her one.

      Mai takes off again.

      I turn to Drew. “You don’t have to pay for mine.”

      “You were thoughtful enough to think of the charity benefit for my mom’s cancer. Definitely my treat.”

      I almost can’t take credit for that. If I hadn’t been forced to take a detour because of the parade, I never would’ve made the connection. But I’m also not in the position to turn down a free meal, so I thank him.

      After he pays the bill, we head outside and he gives me that smile of his.

      My knees turn to rubber. Whoever wins that date with him will be a lucky woman.

      We agree to keep in touch about the auction and go our separate ways. When I pull into the parking lot at the Breeze, I recognize a black Suburban that isn’t usually parked there.

      My mom steps out of it after I get out of mine.

      She lifts a brow, giving me one of her mom-looks.

      I smack my forehead. “I forgot to return your call.”

      “You might have an easier time remembering things if you only had one job. But at least I know where to find you when I can’t reach you, since all you do is work.”

      “That isn’t true. I also sleep and play with the kitties.”

      “How often?”

      “No comment.” I glance at my phone for the time. “I have to get inside. Can I call you after my shift? Or on a break?”

      She gives me a stern look. “You’ll actually remember to call?”

      “Yes. I’ve just had a lot on my mind. You’ll be happy to hear this.”

      Her eyes widen with interest.

      “I have the opportunity to become a
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