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      Kisses are simple. The good ones all start the same. First, a person must look deeply into their potential kissing partner’s eyes. Then, spare their mouth a glance to make intentions clear. As distractions fade and imaginary music swells, desire propels them closer. Finally, both muster up the courage to lean in and let their lips connect.

      Gwen Gilmore was expecting such a routine tonight. It was why, despite being famished from a long day at work, she’d skipped the onion-laced hot dog at the concession stand for a sensible bag of popcorn. The kernels rattled around her empty stomach, but the cheering crowd and the burly men chasing a puck across the ice were a gracious distraction.

      She looked at her date, Cameron. If his jostling knee and occasional elbow to her side was any indication, he was completely absorbed in the game.

      During their first date, she’d been pleased to learn he checked off several qualities on her List. He was accomplished (a tech guy), passionate about something (the ethics surrounding artificial intelligence), and could talk at length about a book not written by a misogynist (a blessing).

      The sports fan thing had taken her unawares, but she decided it gave him a little… pizzazz.

      “Do your fucking job, man!” Cameron shouted, jumping to his feet to point at the referee on the ice as Gwen dodged his flailing scarf.

      If everything played out according to her plan, they’d have their first kiss tonight. Then they’d set up their third date, and by the end of the month, she’d invite him to brunch with her parents.

      A loud buzzer went off, ending the first half of the game. People left their seats to stretch their limbs and use the washroom. Meanwhile, a mascot arrived on the ice and danced underneath the jumbotron playing sponsored ads.

      “That was obviously a foul back there,” Cameron said, retaking his seat. “How are you enjoying your very first live hockey game?”

      She’d watched several matches on TV over the years. It was the national sport; it was inescapable. But she’d never collected stats or paid attention to the names of popular players. However, she’d come prepared with an arsenal of knowledge she’d learned online the night before.

      “It’s great,” Gwen said. “I’m really impressed with their backchecking. Very efficient.”

      Cameron nodded.

      “And that Randy guy is pretty good, right?” Gwen continued. “You saw how he made that penalty shot?”

      Her date’s expression soured slightly, and it took Gwen a couple of seconds to figure out why.

      Wrong team. Shit.

      “But we’re still kicking their asses,” she said quickly.

      “Hell yeah, we are!” Cameron said, chucking his fist in the air.

      They’d have to do something more up her lane for their next date.

      When halftime officially ended, Cameron’s attention returned to the players, and the game progressed and concluded as most games did, with one team victorious. The arena burst into cheers, and Gwen found herself high-fiving strangers and shouting a chant she was hearing for the first time.

      Hundreds of jubilant spectators and Gwen proceeded on a slow shuffle to the exit. Cameron chattered with the people around them while Gwen reapplied her Chapstick and threw back no less than a dozen Tic Tacs.

      When they finally left the closed confines of the arena, all the noise and glee faded as patrons scattered across the expansive parking lot.

      Gwen and Cameron finally made eye contact, and she stepped closer to him as they strolled toward her car.

      “Great night,” she said.

      She couldn’t have asked for better ambiance for a first kiss. Crisp early fall air and a clear sky decorated with stars and a full moon.

      When they arrived at her car, she turned to Cameron, ready to say all the things she usually said after dates. But there was no need to because he was already puckering his lips. She smiled as they inched closer to one another.

      This was it.

      This would solidify everything and move them toward an end goal Gwen wouldn’t dare daydream about yet.

      When their lips finally met, the noise that should’ve melted away with the kiss sharpened instead. It was hard to say when Gwen realized she wasn’t enjoying herself, but if she were to take a guess, it was somewhere between their teeth clashing and when she felt Cameron’s tongue on her chin. Things devolved further when it became clear she would not get a breath for the duration of the kiss.

      Thirty something-year-old woman steps out on a cool Friday night to find a mate, gets mauled by a prospect.

      When they parted, all Gwen wanted to do was run the sleeve of her coat across her mouth, but she forced her arms to remain flush at her sides.

      That had to be the second-worst kiss she’d ever experienced. The absolute worst one was with Trey Freeman, but they had been fifteen years old.

      “Do you want to come over?” Cameron asked intently.

      Over where? Surely not his place where they’d likely do more than exchange sloppy kisses.

      “I’ve had a long day. I should be getting home,” she said.

      Cameron nodded, clearly disappointed.

      “Tons of papers to mark,” she said, committed to some unknown benevolent reason to give his pride the softest place to land.

      “I’ll text you later then,” he said.

      She should’ve told him that wouldn’t be necessary, given him the respect of calling things off face-to-face, but her brain couldn’t construct a sensitive reply because it was still screaming at her about the chin spit.

      After scrubbing off layers of skin with a makeup wipe, Gwen ended up careening into the parking lot of her local 7-Eleven fifteen minutes later. She took her time under the harsh lights of the store to narrow down the type of potato chips to buy.

      In the checkout line, she ran over her weekend’s to-do list in her head and eyed the taquitos in the heated glass case on the counter. But her attempt to temporarily forget the night’s events was sidelined when the couple directly in front of her started acting up.

      They held each other and rubbed up on one another like they were trying to start a fire. Fervent whispers were exchanged just before they began making out with game show host-level enthusiasm.

      “Yup, let’s do that,” Gwen said under her breath as she turned to stare at the churning Slurpee machines instead.

      Gwen knew buried underneath her annoyance was jealousy. She wanted to be obnoxiously affectionate with someone in public.

      When she finally arrived home with her dinner and was struggling to unlock her apartment, she felt the eyes of the lady next door. She knew the older woman was standing in her bathrobe, peering out of the peephole.

      “Good evening, Brenda,” Gwen said into the empty hallway.

      The woman didn’t even pretend not to be watching because the next thing Gwen heard was the chain door guard disengaging.

      Brenda was a busybody through and through and made it her business to be in everyone else’s.

      “Long day?” the woman asked once she’d stepped into the hallway in her bathrobe.

      “The longest.”

      “Hmm.”

      God only knew what conclusion or tally she was making in her head.

      “Before you go, dear, I have a package with your address.” The older woman dipped back into her apartment and reemerged with a sizable box. “They must’ve gotten our numbers mixed up.”

      Gwen immediately knew what it was.

      “Thanks,” she said, retrieving the package from the lady. She knew the law alone was the only reason it wasn’t open.

      Once locked in her quiet apartment, Gwen removed her boots and outerwear and stared at the package that held her ex-boyfriend’s belongings. “Return To Sender” was written on top in black marker.

      An omen, perhaps.

      She shoved the box into the corner near the front door and mentally made a note to text him for his correct address. It would have to be done in the morning. If she did it now, she knew they’d end up having phone sex, and that always left her feeling weird.

      While she ate her food, she split her attention between her favorite local daytime talk show and a half-completed crossword puzzle.

      “Could the state of your sock drawer be hurting your relationship?” one of the hosts of the morning show asked. “A Swedish hygge expert says ja.”

      Soon, however, the puzzle and the banter between the hosts lost her interest as the disappointment of yet another failed date crept in.

      After cleaning up her dinner, she stood in front of the calendar affixed to the fridge and drew an “X” through that day’s box.

      She flipped through the pages, seeing similar Xs she’d drawn. For some reason, time had felt unmoving. Like it was patiently waiting for her to get her love life in check before resuming. But the truth was laid out plainly on her tree-themed calendar. She’d been at this dating thing for six months.

      Her plan had been to put herself out there as much as possible and only pick guys who met at least three qualities on her List. It was a strategy she’d thought would have her boo’d up by winter.

      Well, with months of dating under her belt, she had nothing to show for it except one incredibly mediocre one-night stand and a dozen coffee shop receipts.

      It all left her feeling weary and despondent, and she didn’t know how many more dead-end text conversations she had left in her.

      Something had to give.
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        * * *

      

      “Yes, my sweet little butterflies, feel the movement from within your soul! Never doubt that there is something inside wanting to come out. It can be ugly. It can be weird. Just let it out!”

      Gwen looked up from the canvas to witness the art instructor swing her arms to and fro while the big feathers in her hair danced along. She’d yet to give advice or instruction Gwen found even remotely helpful.

      “She isn’t a real painter, is she?” Gwen asked her mother, who sat beside her.

      The older woman had convinced her painting and sipping wine with other people in a chain restaurant was a good use of their time.

      “No, no, she is,” her mom said, flicking her brush against the canvas. “I went to her exhibit last summer.”

      “Of course you did.”

      Her mom, a soon-to-be-retired social studies teacher, had always had an appreciation for the arts. Gwen turned back to her painting and resumed the struggle to get a particular line straight.

      “Baby, you know you’re not getting credit for this,” her mom said, looking over. “It’s just for fun.”

      Gwen pulled back and studied the lighthouse that was coming along. “I am having fun.”

      “Fun-ish” was more accurate. A mere nine months ago, she wouldn’t have thought that she’d be spending a Saturday afternoon with her mom doing arts and crafts.

      The demise of her long-term relationship had coincided with her parents’ long-overdue divorce, and it meant she and her mother had been hanging out more.

      “Don’t look now,” her mom whispered suddenly. “But I think the young man across from us is looking at you.”

      Gwen froze and slowly tilted her head past her canvas to see who her mother was talking about. Her mom’s definition of a “young man” was anyone who couldn’t name all the members of The Commodores, but this one was at least around her age and attractive.

      “Ma, he’s wearing a wedding ring, and he’s not interested in me. He’s just watching the TV behind us.”

      Her mother gave the man another look then located the television playing the highlights from last night’s hockey game.

      “And it wouldn’t matter even if he were single and interested,’’ Gwen said.

      “Why? You have something against handsome men?”

      “No, because I’m taking a dating sabbatical.”

      Her mother stilled. “A what?”

      “A dating sabba—”

      “Now, why in the world would you do that?”

      “Do you know I caught myself unironically using the term ‘Mr. Right’?” Gwen asked. “I’m a cliché. A woman in her thirties obsessed with finding a husband. It’s pathetic.”

      “And spending your Saturday in a Chili’s painting a lopsided lighthouse with your mother is?”

      Gwen looked at her picture. “What do you mean ‘lopsided’?”

      “What I’m saying is you can’t give up on love because you had a few disappointing outings.”

      Not disappointing. Disappointing was how Gwen would describe the salads she’d sometimes eat for lunch or her childhood cat’s emotional availability. Sure, she’d had bad dates before, but there was something about the one last night that kind of felt like hitting a wall.

      “You know what it is? You’re putting too much pressure on these men and yourself,” her mom said. “People are not going to check off everything on that list of yours. And they don’t have to for things to work.”

      “Maybe. But for now, I’m taking a break,” Gwen said.

      Stepping back might get her excited and hopeful again. Her mom continued to stare at her.

      “What?”

      “I’m going to suggest something, and I want you to have an open mind.”

      “I’m not growing out my hair.”

      (Another post-breakup change.)

      “It’s not that,” her mom said.

      “Okay, then. Consider my mind officially open,” Gwen said, meeting her gaze.

      “Why don’t you hire a professional matchmaker?”

      Gwen blinked. “I think maybe for the same reason I haven’t tattooed ‘lonely woman’ on my forehead yet?”

      “They’ll take your wants and needs into consideration before pairing you up. And you know you’ve always been very… particular.”

      “You can say picky.”

      “No. That sounds negative, and there’s nothing wrong with being selective, except it takes time to sort through random men in this big of a city.”

      Ah, yes. That bitch, Time.

      “At this point, just call me an old hag,” Gwen said.

      Her mom placed her hand on Gwen’s knee. “Eric was lightning in a bottle, and maybe doing this will help you recapture it with someone else.”

      Hearing her ex’s name was a jolt to Gwen’s system. She and Eric met through mutual friends several years ago and, at one point, had been very compatible. She would like to find that again, but a little more permanent.

      Maybe her mother was right.

      If she took all the methods of finding a partner into consideration, a matchmaker would be most in line with her personality. There was no guesswork and half-baked adages like “follow your heart” to cling to.

      She could hand over a list of things she wanted in a mate, and voilà—her perfect match. The fact that she hadn’t even considered it before now was astonishing.

      A grin slowly stretched across her mother’s face.

      “I’m not committing to anything yet, but I’ll look into it,” Gwen said.

      “No need,” her mom said as she dove into her purse and emerged with a card.

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s the contact information for a reputable matchmaking agency. Baby, Mr. Right better get ready.”
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      Before Anthony Woods pulled up to his apartment complex, he thought the worst part of his day had been the stale oatmeal raisin cookie he’d eaten at breakfast. But then he arrived home and found his neighbors in a huddle in front of the building’s entrance, and it didn’t bode well for the relaxing evening he’d been anticipating.

      Approaching the group, he spotted his landlords, brothers with wiry hair and ill-fitting coats, trying to talk to the agitated crowd.

      Anthony turned to one of his neighbors filming the scene with his smartphone. The two had never talked, but Anthony had deduced he was a city bus driver from the uniform he usually wore.

      “What’s going on?” Anthony asked.

      “Some bullshit, that’s what,” the man said, his eyes not leaving the screen. “Recording everything just in case.”

      One of the landlords geared up to say something when the noise ebbed, but another rush of incoherent questions cut him off.

      This was ridiculous.

      Anthony whistled sharply, and the people slapped their hands over their ears and fell silent.

      “Okay,” the taller landlord said. “As I was saying, the heating system is broken, and because of the dipping temperatures, by law, we can’t let you stay here until it’s—”

      “Didn’t you do maintenance on it last year?” someone asked.

      “That was the plumbing—”

      “How long is it gonna take to fix?”

      “Well, that depends entirely on—”

      “How long?”

      “Four weeks,” one of the landlords said.

      There was rumbling in the crowd.

      “Possibly six.”

      The groaning swelled and protests erupted, and Anthony couldn’t help but join in now. His days were consumed with running his boxing gym, and he looked forward to coming home and icing his joints in his quiet apartment.

      “Our stuff,” Anthony bellowed, cutting through the noise with his strong voice. “Can we get our things?”

      This question quietened the crowd once again.

      “Yes, you have an hour to collect what you need.”

      The process from there on out became a lot smoother. Anthony packed his belongings into a suitcase and a duffle bag, cleared out the perishables in his fridge, and unplugged the appliances.

      After exiting the building, he opted to stay behind and help the others. He dumped bags into trunks and backseats. Carried strollers and toboggans to tie on top of minivans. And let a mom of two scold him for his lack of appropriate outerwear. By the time he entered his own vehicle, not only was it dark, but he couldn’t feel his fingers or toes.

      As he blew into his cupped hands and waited for his vehicle to heat up, he thought of his options. It was late enough in the evening that he didn’t feel comfortable calling anyone up.

      So he searched for the closest and cheapest hotel with no bed bugs or ghosts and tried to end his day on a better note.

      While eating takeout in front of the TV in a room the front desk clerk guaranteed had no vermin or supernatural activity, a ping on his phone alerted him to all the different transactions he’d made in the last hour.

      He realized then he wouldn’t be able to stay here for a month or more. The landlords would probably be required to compensate all apartment residents for the displacement, but Anthony knew there’d be a cap. Being an owner of a small business a little over a year old meant he didn’t have the luxury of unplanned spending.

      He’d have to ask for help, sleep on someone’s couch or something. He was already dreading the task. After a childhood of “be seen, not heard,” living alone was preferable, and he’d been doing it since he was seventeen. But what choice did he have?

      That night, Anthony tossed and turned and had a nightmare that his entire apartment building grew literal wings and flew off into the ether.

      The following morning, he headed into work, hauling his suitcase and duffle bag. His gym, Spotlight Boxing Studio, was his dream realized, and for better or for worse, this place made up a big portion of his identity and worth. He hoped he’d have the privilege of seeing the red and white sign outside grow weather-beaten.

      When he entered the building, he found his best friend and business partner in the staff room deep inside the refrigerator.

      “How many kinds of yogurt do we need to keep in stock, do you think?” Duncan asked as he emerged from the appliance, holding three different types of yogurt.

      “One is soy-based, one is Greek, and one is actually good.”

      Duncan moved to return the food to the fridge but stopped short when he saw the bags in Anthony’s hands. “You leaving me? After all we’ve been through?”

      Anthony rolled his eyes. “The heat is out at my apartment. Won’t be fixed for a while.”

      “Damn. Where you staying?”

      This man was his best friend—someone he could trust in business and life. If there was anyone who would be more than willing to help him, it was Duncan. But it still felt uncomfortable.

      “Actually, I was wondering if I could crash at your place,” Anthony said.

      “Of course, brother. I’ll have to run it by Retta, but I’m sure it’s fine.”

      “Yeah, and if not, I’ll figure out a hotel or something.”

      “Stop. You’re not paying for a hotel. I know how much you make,” Duncan said, and Anthony dropped his bags and grabbed what he needed to make his protein shake.

      “Speaking of knowing how much you make,” Duncan said, nodding to a stack of mail on the counter.

      No doubt most of them were bills. The cost of running this place was humbling. They weren’t struggling per se, but they weren’t thriving either. As a professional boxer, Anthony had been used to training and “mind over matter”-ing his way to victory. But despite how much effort and hours he and Duncan poured into the business, success was anything but guaranteed.

      The sound of voices and laughter drifted from the front of the gym, alerting the two men that the other trainers had arrived. Their team was another reason Anthony and Duncan needed to make this thing work.

      “Maybe we should cut down on the three-different-yogurt thing,” Duncan commented glibly.

      “If that’s all it took,” Anthony said, “I’d throw out the whole damn refrigerator.”
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        * * *

      

      With the idea of hiring a matchmaker firmly planted in Gwen’s head, she got kind of obsessed and started looking up every single matchmaking service in the city.

      From her research, she found an agency where participants only met during lunchtime for fifteen minutes. Then there was one where it seemed like retirement savings and blood oaths were membership requirements. And another where the word “elite” was used just enough times to irritate her.

      In the end, the company her mother had suggested was the best.

      Hearts Collide Matchmaking Service didn’t feel like a glorified dating app, but the premium cost meant that her summer vacation to somewhere with a beach wouldn’t happen next year.

      That is, if she got accepted into the program.

      “So? What do you think?” Gwen asked her best friend, Raven, who she’d lured away from her post as the school’s receptionist with an autumnal Starbucks drink.

      Raven sat on the edge of Gwen’s classroom desk, reading the matchmaking application she hadn’t yet built up the nerve to submit.

      “I thought your favorite color was taupe, not yellow,” Raven said, popping her bright pink bubble gum.

      “It is, but it makes me sound boring. But never mind that, what do you think about it overall?”

      “Thorough. Very thorough,” Raven said. “But I’m not a fan of the picture.”

      “Well, that’s my face,” Gwen said, walking over to take another look at the selfie she’d attached. It adhered to the requirements detailed on the application.

      “It’s not your face, it’s the angle. Like, I’m not sure if you’re looking for love or renewing your passport, babe.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to do about that,” Gwen said.

      Raven rose from the table. “Stand against the wall. I’m taking a better one for you.”

      Unwilling to put up a fight this early in the morning, Gwen got in front of the whiteboard.

      “Okay, pout,” Raven said as she aimed the lens at Gwen.

      “Pout?”

      “Yes, like—” She pushed out her glossy red lips.

      “I’m not doing that,” Gwen said, shaking her head.

      “Okay, fine. Then prepare for those matchmakers to see the photo you chose and think,

      ‘Did this chick really submit her mug shot?’”

      Resigned, Gwen did her best to replicate her friend’s expression.

      “Great, all right,” Raven said. “I want you to make it more subtle this time. Think about sucking through a straw that you’re holding lightly between your lips.”

      She adjusted her mouth accordingly.

      “Now squint a little like you’re trying to read a menu on the wall, but you haven’t gotten your glasses prescription checked in a while.”

      The instructions were odd and very specific, but the result was pictures that were better than the dozens Gwen had taken in her living room a day before.

      “See? I’m a professional. I know what I’m talking about,” Raven said, tossing her big bouncy hair.

      Gwen gave her friend a look.

      “Shut up,” Raven said. “It counts. Three months of hand modeling counts.”

      After replacing her application photo, Gwen said, “Okay, I’m sending it.” She shut her eyes and brought her finger down on the submit button before throwing her phone into her desk drawer like it was a burning piece of coal.

      “Now try to relax, okay?” Raven said, coming over to place her hands on Gwen’s shoulders. “If you want, I can set up an appointment with my astrologer for a reading.”

      Gwen shook her head. “No, I’m good. Her accuracy scares me, and I’d rather live in delusion for a little bit.”

      “There’s no delusion. You’re going to have fun, find love, and live happily ever after.”

      Gwen nodded. She needed to hear those positive words regardless of how frivolous they were. Initially, she’d been reluctant about the whole idea of a matchmaker, but now she was scared at how much she wanted it.

      This process would streamline her entire dating life, and in some ways distribute the burden of finding The One. Less mental work. Less second-guessing. Higher probability of success.

      “Okay, I’m going to blot my face before the buses arrive,” Raven said, blowing a kiss and heading to the door. “Thanks for the latte.”

      Once alone, Gwen completed her prep for her first class of the day, an elective on career and life management. She’d been a high-strung student who’d have benefited from a bit of guidance and reassurance. So when the school district added this course, Gwen jumped at the chance to teach it on top of her English classes.

      As the minutes passed, the hallways grew louder with junior high kids talking about their weekends and the school day ahead. The bell rang, and she stood up to let her students in.

      “Good morning. Good morning,” she said.

      Some of the teens who were still trying to coax themselves awake ignored her greeting, while others waved.

      After the second bell sounded and everyone was seated and quiet, Gwen said, “All right, we have a full schedule today. We’re continuing our month of career profiles. This morning, we have two presenters because of the pep rally on Friday—”

      “Does that mean we don’t have to do journal entries today?” a student with glasses and curls dyed green asked.

      “Yes, it means you won’t have to do—”

      A burst of excited chatter swept across the class.

      “Okay, settle down. You’d think I make you draw blood for ink,” Gwen said, laughing as she turned to write on the whiteboard. “Our first guest, Tim O’Hara, is a food blogger. And our second guest will be my brother, Duncan Gilmore, who will talk about what it’s like to be a boxer and own a gym.”

      Gwen caught movement in her peripheral and turned to look out the small window of her door. “And it seems Mr. O’Hara is right on time. Give us one moment.”

      She exited her classroom and introduced herself to the writer. He was a lanky guy with thinning hair and a coat that sat heavily on his shoulders.

      “You have fifteen minutes to talk, and then the class will have five minutes to ask you questions,” she said.

      The food blogger nodded but then took an obvious swallow before asking, “Are they mean?”

      Gwen’s eyebrows shot upward. “The students? No, they’re good kids.”

      His question led her to read the sweat peppering his forehead differently.

      “Mr. O’Hara,” Gwen said gently, “they’re very excited to hear about your work. They’ve enjoyed all of the previous speakers and have had the utmost respect for them. You’ll do brilliantly.”

      The man rubbed his palms against the front of his khaki pants. “Okay, I’m ready.”

      He was, in fact, not ready because the moment he got in front of the thirteen-year-olds, he froze. When he eventually found his voice, it wobbled and stumbled across sentences. It was a relief then for everyone when the presentation came to a sputtering end several minutes later.

      Her brother, Duncan, arrived shortly after, wearing an ugly costume mask for some reason.

      “Why do you have that on?” Gwen asked her brother when she went outside the classroom to greet him. “Who is that?”

      Duncan removed the mask and grinned. “Muhammad Ali. Thought it might enhance my presentation.”

      “Well, it’s horrifying. And looks nothing like him,” Gwen said before ushering her brother into the room.

      Unlike the previous presenter, her brother was charismatic and natural in front of the students. Even with the questionable gimmick of the mask, he managed to sound sincere.

      The question period mainly consisted of the kids asking Duncan about fight techniques and boxing match stories. When the bell rang, the students scattered, barely staying long enough to tuck in their chairs.

      “Remember, if you need more time for the project or want to adjust the assignment, come talk to me,” Gwen shouted after them.

      She expected to find her brother on his way out as well, but he was leisurely strolling the perimeter of her classroom.

      “I appreciate you coming today,” Gwen said as she settled behind her desk.

      “Yeah, no problem,” he said casually as he continued his little journey around her classroom.

      He had a whole business to return to but had decided the fall decorations and posters on her wall were more important.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “What? Nothing,” he said, his voice pitched high as he turned to face her.

      “What do you want?”

      He shook his head and made protesting sounds before dropping the act and sliding into a tiny desk directly in front of hers. “Okay, yeah, I need a favor.”

      “I knew it.”

      “Before you reject it outright, have an open mind,” he said.

      “You sound like Mom.”

      “Well, you can be stubborn like her.”

      “Interesting tactic,” she said, chucking her pen cap at him. “Insult the person you’re about to ask a favor of.”

      “Fine, I’m sorry. I come to you as humbly as I possibly can to ask if you still have that pull-out couch?”

      “Yes…” she said carefully.

      Duncan smiled his oh-so-charming smile and asked, “Could Anthony move in with you for a few weeks?”

      Anthony. Her brother’s best friend and business partner. She didn’t know him that well despite the men being friends for almost a decade. She could count on one hand the number of real conversations they’d had—all unremarkable.

      “Ah, why?” she asked.

      “His apartment’s got some heating problems, so he’s been staying at my place, but I’m pretty sure I’m killing him.”

      “I don’t understand,” she said.

      “We’re doing renos around the apartment, and we’re fixing up the living room, and
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