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For anyone who took a little longer to figure out life.





Chapter 1 Summer

“So, how do all these big college athletes feel about a pretty little thing like you attempting to train them in a gym?”

Cory H., the dirty-blond veterinarian brought to me by one of the dozens of dating apps that’ve been letting me down for years, winks across the table as though he’s just paid me the compliment of a lifetime.

I try to decide which part of that I’m supposed to swoon over. Perhaps it’s being called a thing? The fact that he deigned to remember that I attempt to work as a physical therapist when I’m not suffering through this date?

Either way, I pull a face around the lip of my glass—tragically down to ice cubes and badly diluted remnants of margarita—hoping the sad sip absolves me from answering.

My sense of humor fled the premises around the time Cory casually grazed my ass when he hugged me at the start of our date.

I gaslit myself into believing it was an accident. Rationalized that he’d been perfectly normal when we’d texted after matching on the app. And now, I have no one to blame but myself and my expert ability to ignore the bouquet of red flags he must have been waving at me since the moment I swiped right.

I’ve been in the dating trenches for a while. Still, all of my carefully plotted strategies—born and evolved through copious years of painful first dates—inevitably led me here. Sitting across a table from a man whose hot factor took a nosedive with the very first syllable out of his mouth.

Cory’s phone trills, loud enough to hear over the bustling sounds of Oakley’s Pub around us. He silences it right away, which would be a point in his favor if he didn’t proceed to scroll through the litany of notifications that’ve appeared on his phone over the course of this short nightmare. It rings again.

I tip an ice cube into my mouth, shamelessly crunching on it. “Do you have to take a call? It won’t bother me if you do.”

Cory sneers at his phone. “Nah, it’s just some chick I went out with a couple days ago. I’ve been trying to dodge her, but she doesn’t seem to understand the concept of silence.”

I’ve never been so envious of another woman in my life.

As one of only two restaurants in Oakwood, the small town where I’ve lived my whole life, Oakley’s is packed to the brim this Thursday night. Locals occupy the mahogany tables and booths upholstered in fading tartan. The fact that none of them—usually so keen for a hint of viable gossip—are paying us any mind is an indication that they’ve had a front-row seat to so many of my dating fiascos, they’re as unfazed by them as they are by the sun setting at night.

“You’re way hotter than she is, by the way.” Cory nods to his phone. “No way you’ll be getting silence from me. I’ll be all over you until you agree to see me again.”

Ah, so we’ve graduated to stalking.

I crunch another ice cube. “That’s… very sweet of you, Cory.”

Seriously, how didn’t I see this coming? We texted for days leading up to tonight, and—Cory’s face splits into a wide smile, bright and crooked and… right. That’s how I didn’t see this coming. I was blinded by the very pretty man in the collection of pictures on his dating profile.

“You want another drink?” Cory takes a deep swig of his own. “Let’s get you another drink. You’re nowhere near lubricated enough, if you know what I’m saying.”

Yeah… screw this guy.

I’ve had no trouble simply strolling out of dates in the past, but I’ve been out with enough Corys to know exactly how he’d take that. Fortunately, after years of finding myself in these undesirable scenarios, I’ve implemented a fail-safe: a way to divest myself of these boys without awkwardness or argument, or endless follow-up texts.

Discreetly, I slide my foot out from under our table and tap the toe of my four-inch heel.

Cory leans in, a smirk stretching his mouth. “It’s a double entendre. Lubricated as in drunk…”

My gaze drifts to a man sitting solo in a booth at the very back of the bar. Legs stretched out on the bench seat, broad shoulders resting against the wall, facing out into the restaurant. He’s wearing a truly obnoxious Hawaiian shirt, sky blue and bright green, and frowning down at a book. Light brown hair thrown messily over the pull of concentration in his brows as he reads. He reaches to his right until his fingers close around a sweating glass of radioactive-yellow liquid and takes a long sip, all without breaking eye contact with his book.

“… but also as in your panties.” Tap, tap, tap.

“How charming.” Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap—

“Summer? Summer Prescott?”

The man in the Hawaiian shirt now strides across the bar, staring me down with wide, dreamy eyes. Like he’s been toiling over that book for years—decades—trying to fill the gap left by missing pages… only to find all the answers in my face.

Cory’s gaze follows mine. “Who the fuck are you?”

I gasp. “Parker? I haven’t seen you in years.”

Parker’s face falls at that. He turns an apologetic look on Cory. “I hate to interrupt, but do you mind if I steal your date for a second?”

There’s a flush rising up Cory’s neck. “You can fuck right off, buddy. We’re in the middle of something.”

I really hate to agree with this moron, but I shake my head at Parker. “I’m not coming with you. You’ve had years to come find me. Years to come talk to me.” My voice rises, and I jump to my feet. “Years to explain why you up and left town—left me—without so much as a word. And suddenly you’re here, wanting to talk in the middle of my date? How dare you do this now?”

Parker stuffs his hands into the pockets of his dark jeans. “Summer, I’m sorry—I’ve been praying to bump into you every day since.”

“Why? What could you possibly have to say to me now?”

“I’ve… God help me, I’ve missed you. I know you’ve missed me, too. Please, just give me a minute to explain.”

I sniff hard, wiping a nonexistent tear. We’re properly hitting our stride now, and I can practically taste my sweet, sweet freedom from Cory. Parker will quote a couple rom-coms, I’ll fake a few more tears, and—

“You went out with this guy? In the ugly Hawaiian shirt?”

Damn it, Cory—not the shirts. If there was ever a way to get Parker Woods going—

His eyes narrow on Cory. My stomach pangs, starts to sink. “Yes, she went out with me.”

“Really?” Cory gives Parker a scathing up and down. “I don’t see it.”

“She did. And she still calls me.” His tone is pure outrage and I’m officially losing him. “Every day. She’s obsessed with me. And my Hawaiian shirts, which she loves.”

I widen my eyes at him. “I don’t think—”

He widens his right back. “Come on, Summer. The private number that keeps calling me? Hanging up when I answer? We both know it’s you.”

My jaw drops. “Cory, did you know that Parker gifted me his great-grandmother’s engagement ring on our two-week-iversary? Talk about obsessed.”

“Oh, yeah?” There’s a half-second twitch at Parker’s mouth, but he wrangles it quickly. “I found a shrine she had for me in her closet. She had my hair in a jar and my boxers in a frame.”

“He’s slept with a picture of me under his pillow since our very first date.”

“She cried like a baby the first time we made love.”

“Tears of epic disappointment, I assure you.”

“Oh, Summer.” Parker’s mouth stretches in a smirk, dimple popping in his right cheek. “I highly fucking doubt that.”

“Can somebody explain what the hell is going on?” Cory practically shouts. “We’re on a date, buddy.”

I widen my eyes at Parker. Land the damn plane, Woods.

He gets the message. Parker clears his throat, winds an arm around my waist, and sweeps me into his chest. “The point is… I still love you, Summer Prescott. And I’m sorry that it took seeing you with another man to knock me to my senses. But… I’m just a boy standing in front of a girl, asking her to love him.”

I force a sob, spinning in Parker’s arms to give Cory a tearful look. “I’m so sorry, Cory. But I can’t have that drink. And I can’t see you again.”

“Seriously, who is this guy?”

“He’s my best friend. And the love of my life.”

“I’m sorry to do this to you.” Parker produces his wallet and tosses some cash onto the table, enough to cover our drinks. “But what can I say? It’s serendipity…”

“Seren-fucking-what?”

“And you don’t mess with serendipity,” I finish, sighing up at Parker.

“You’re both insane.” Cory jumps to his feet so aggressively he sends his chair skittering across the worn hardwood. He storms across the bar, throws open the door, and disappears into the night.

Parker and I stare at each other for one long, loaded moment filled with love, lust, and—

“I had your boxers in a frame?” I sweep my purse off the back of my chair, trying so hard to be mad at him even as my body shudders with laughter. “Really, Park?”

Parker laughs. “It was that or the used tissue I—”

“Okay. We’re done here.”

He throws an arm over my shoulders, steering me to our regular booth at the back of the pub—the one he’d been reading at prior to the rescue mission. There, he settles into his seat, facing the bar, legs laid out on the bench as I do the same across the table. I wave at Lisa Parsons, who owns Oakley’s with her husband, and with a nod she moves to pour my usual Diet Coke.

“So, what was wrong with Mr. Seren-fucking-what? That barely lasted twenty minutes.”

“I wouldn’t even know where to begin.” My head hits the wall behind us. “These guys keep getting worse and worse, I swear.”

Parker hands me my Kindle from under his book, proof that at least he’d seen the writing on the wall with tonight’s date. “Was he worse than the one who spent the entire date trying to convince you that the moon landing was faked?”

Jeremy. He blinded me with his abs. “Worse.”

“Worse than the one who kept trying to lure you to the washroom for a quickie?”

Stephen with the bright blue eyes. “Worse.”

“What about the one who dined and dashed while you were getting another round of drinks at the bar?” Parker asks darkly.

I grimace, remembering how I’d come back to our table to find a furious Parker forking over cash to cover our bill after witnessing Garrett’s vanishing act. He’d then plied me with Diet Coke and Thai food from my favorite place in the next town over to cheer me up. I’d actually been hopeful during that date—thought it had been going well for once.

But I’ve been trapped in a string of bad first dates for the last three years.

Three years without even a glimmer of hope for a second date. Three years of navigating a slew of hook-up-type, moon-landing-denying men that seem to look at me and think, Yep, she’s the one.

My last boyfriend, who dumped me when I started feeling him out on an eventual engagement after four years together, was normal, at least.

Well, normal adjacent.

His idea of quality time involved me watching him drive tricked-out cars through video game streets, hitting innocent pedestrians along the way. He broke it off, then turned around and got engaged to his next girlfriend a year into their relationship.

The wedding bells in my life didn’t stop there. Our friend Zac and Parker’s twin sister, Melody, who split their time between Oakwood and the city, got married just last month. Brooks, who we met in college, and his fake-girlfriend-turned-real-fiancée, Siena, shipped across the country when he signed with an NFL team out in Los Angeles. Even our newest friend Shy has a husband and three-year-old daughter.

I stare over our table at Parker taking a deep sip of his soda. It’s an undeniably pretty view that’s evolved plenty over the years—from preschooler with a perma-smile to baby-faced teen to this nearly-thirty-year-old man with his mess of thick hair, a subtle bump on the bridge of his nose from taking a bad tackle in his college football years, and a jaw dusted with stubble.

Even he’s started dating more seriously after years of happily living the single life, and seeing as he’s pretty much the best person I know, it’s only a matter of time until he’s paired off, just like the rest of them.

I’ll be happy for him once he finds someone. Thrilled. The first to champion their relationship, celebrate their eventual engagement. Because he’s my best friend, deserving of all the love in the world.

But then… it’ll be me. Single, thirty-year-old only-child-of-her-practically-estranged-parents Summer Prescott.

It’s hard not to feel like I’m constantly chasing after a high-speed train, scrambling for a foothold, trying not to get left behind. Trying to silence the voice in my head that points to all the departures in my life and concludes that I’m the problem. It’s not just my friends who’ve left me behind, after all.

“Serious question. What is it about me that says, Weirdos, nymphos, and grown men with mommy issues welcome here?”

Parker squints at me from over the top of his book. “That felt like a personal attack.”

Lisa appears with my soda. “Another bad one, hon?” I pull a face in reply, and she pats my outstretched calf. “I’ve been saying it for years. That picker of yours gave up on you a long time ago.”

I give her a look over the rim of my Diet Coke. Lisa is withholding her favorite, incorrect caveat about said picker.

According to her, it did its job when I met my true love at the ripe age of three. When he barged into the pillow fort I’d built on my first morning at day care in Oakwood, and announced we were now friends.

Worst meet-cute ever, but it was the perfect introduction to the mischief that would go on to follow me for twenty-seven years in the form of a blue-eyed, dimple-smiled, Hawaiian-shirt-wearing tornado of a man.

It followed me all the way through high school, when we, plus Melody and Zac, would let Parker pull us from our homework and into some middle-of-the-night misadventure we’d get grounded for later. Through college, when our passion for biomechanics meant we shared an identical class schedule that led to our physical therapist jobs at the University of Oakwood Bay’s athletic rehabilitation center. Even after, when Parker moved into the apartment above this very bar, only to find me moving into a place directly across the street just a few months later.

Parker huffs a laugh across the table, but Lisa turns a sharp look on him. “You’re in no shape to laugh given your own track record with ladies.”

“Lisa, please. Tonight’s about Summer.” Parker reaches over the table to lay a hand on my arm, giving Lisa a reproachful look. “She’s just been through a terrible ordeal—shockingly, the guy whose pictures she spent a week salivating over turned out to be all chiseled jaw, no decency.”

Lisa cinches her graying ponytail, looking back and forth between us. “Don’t you think you two should cut to the chase already?”

“What chase is that?” Parker asks around a sip of his Mountain Dew.

He’s being difficult on purpose, and the blank look I give her is just as phony. We know exactly which chase she means—the one where we supposedly wake up after almost three decades of platonic friendship to realize it was more than that all along.

Never gonna happen, for a multitude of reasons.

We’ve never kissed. Never had a sleepover, not even the kind with sleep involved. The most we’ve shared are friendly hugs and humiliating secrets I’d never dream of telling a guy I was trying to win over. And while I’m perfectly aware that my best friend is wildly, ask-me-to-join-his-cult-and-I’d-happily-sign-on-the-dotted-line attractive, inherent awareness and a desire to act on it are entirely different things.

“The chase. The chase.” Lisa waves an impatient hand at us. “There’s a reason all your dates keep failing, isn’t there?”

“We know exactly why my dates keep failing,” Parker says darkly.

We’ve all heard the rumors about Parker, the excited chatter among Oakwood’s female population. And the things they say he’s into in bed… Well, there’s a reason women keep cutting their dates short to proposition him instead, eager to see if the rumors are true.

Lisa’s nose wrinkles. Meanwhile, I shift on my bench as an image of Parker breaches its confines inside my brain, where I’ve actively buried all thoughts of the small-town rumor since the first time I heard it. It’s not even a real image—just a synthesis of the different versions of him.

The way he looks when he focuses on a book. The way the tight pockets of muscle over his stomach flex when he works out. How his hair turns to waves when it’s damp with sweat, how his chest moves while he pants from exertion. That smile of his—tilting slightly to the left, the long, shallow dimples bracketing plump lips. How it exudes endless reserves of playfulness, but the wholesomeness is completely offset by the mischievous spark in his deep blue eyes, telling you exactly which kind of adventure you’re in for in his hands. Illicit. Middle of the night. Either waking up behind bars or butt naked and sore as hell.

And all of it pointed at the woman sprawled underneath him, squirming into his sheets, French braids turning more dishevelled by the thrust—

For fuck’s sake, Prescott. Stop picturing your best friend naked.

I shove the thought back from whence it came. It’s not even that I want to see my best friend naked. It’s that godforsaken rumor, putting crazy thoughts in my head.

“Perhaps it’s the universe trying to tell you something,” Lisa tells Parker.

“What, that my dating life is so dire I may as well join a monastery?”

“Good grief, you’re both hopeless.” Lisa heaves a resigned sigh. “Keep on going like this and you’ll end up alone.”

With those awe-inspiring words, Lisa heads back to the bar.

“Thanks for that, Lisa. Excellent pep talk. Truly life-changing,” Parker calls after her, before giving me a look that says, Can you believe her?

Except…

Lisa is dead wrong about me and Parker, but it’s not as though she doesn’t have a point—there is a reason our dates keep failing. I eye Parker’s profile as he returns to his book, the very beginnings of an idea forming in my head.

As much as Parker’s dead-end dating life brings relief to my co-dependent heart, it makes me a little frustrated on his behalf. He’s incredibly funny. Self-deprecating. Smart and supportive. And he can weave a damn good French braid, too.

It’s not as though he was the one to spread that rumor about himself, but he is the one who keeps asking out the wrong women.

Distractedly, I rub my nose, wincing when it jostles my tiny hoop piercing. “You know what? I think Lisa’s right.”

Parker’s gaze darts to me. “About which part?”

“About us being hopeless.”

He returns to his book. “You, of all people on this earth, are not hopeless.”

“No, hear me out. I think we’re the problem. Well, not us—our pickers.” I swing my legs off the bench and under the table so that I’m facing him. “I bet I could find you a girl who at least finishes her drink before trying to strip for you.”

Parker’s eyes narrow in thought. “To be clear, she will strip for me eventually?”

“See, that’s exactly what I mean—you’re letting your dick do the picking. Maybe this requires a woman’s touch.” I laugh when Parker opens his mouth. “Don’t. Do not joke about my touch in the context of your dick. You wish, Woods.”

“Harsh, Sum.” Parker’s hand slaps over his stomach, exaggerating as though I just punched him.

“Focus—I figured it out. How to remedy the train wrecks trying to pass for our dating lives. No monasteries required.” The more I think about it, the better the idea becomes. We know each other better than anyone. Have each other’s best interests at heart. This idea isn’t just good—it’s brilliant.

Parker sobers the longer he stares at me, squinting over the top of his book. “You’re scheming. I’m officially worried.”

“Don’t be. It’s genius.” I sweep my Diet Coke off the table and toast my increasingly skeptical best friend. “I’m going to become your picker. And in return, you’re going find me the love of my life.”





Chapter 2 Parker

Minutes later, an avalanche of pastel-colored pens and spiral-bound notebooks hits Summer’s coffee table. She doesn’t waste any time before reaching for one of each and scribbling Parker’s Dream Woman at the top of a page.

Just the sight of those words has my stomach sinking.

I drop next to her on the worn-in blue sofa, rubbing my thumb over my brow and willing away the headache that tends to build whenever I read for too long. “Summer, we’ve just established that our pickers are broken. Why do you think we’ll suddenly be able to find each other people to date?”

“Not people to date. We’re finding each other’s soulmates!”

I squint at my best friend through the recent fuzziness in my vision that feels like the cold hand of death lying on my shoulder, reminding me of the impending end of my twenties in just a few months.

She’s grinning happily, cheeks rounded and pink, the way they get when she’s excited. Eyes crinkling, still dusted with the soft purple stuff she wears on dates that makes the green in them sparkle even more than they usually do. Brown hair tousled around her shoulders, permanently wavy from the daily hours she spends surfing in salt water. Nose ring glinting under the overhead light. She changed out of that little number she wore for that dipshit Cory—the tiniest dress I’ve ever seen—and into a matching light-blue tank top and Lycra shorts, her signature gym outfit.

She’s stunning, both looks suiting her beyond comprehension, and it’s almost enough to distract me from the insult she just dealt me.

Here’s the thing about me and Summer: We’ve been teased to no end about our friendship, how close we are. Since we hit puberty, people have been obsessed with the idea that we’ve spent years pining, battling jealousy, and sighing over all sorts of what-ifs.

I can’t speak to any of that.

But it came to me years ago, reading Campbell Ackerman’s autobiography. The happily married Hall of Fame quarterback spoke at length about his teammate Zander Larson, the tight end he’d played with his entire career, won a handful of Super Bowls with. They’d been a dynamic, once-in-a-generation pair. The way they could read each other with half a glance, always managed to find each other through a sea of bodies, knew exactly how to push each other’s buttons or talk the other into stillness… They existed on a wavelength that defied normal human connection. He’d called Zander Larson his soulmate.

I’d known then, without a doubt, that Summer Prescott is my soulmate.

“Think about it, Park,” she says now. “I’ve been falling victim to pretty boys with charming smiles for years. A trap you won’t fall for, given your preference for boobs. And seeing as my appreciation for boobs mostly revolves around the way they look in a cute outfit, I’ll be finding your dream girl in no time. I don’t know why I never thought of this before.”

“I don’t know,” I groan, already exhausted by this side quest. I feel like a jerk for the lack of enthusiasm, but nothing’s ever sounded less appealing.

“Come on,” Summer needles me. “Please? I don’t know how much longer I can keep doing this on my own. The swiping. Coming up with a cute pickup line. Trying to sound all fun and sexy and intellectual over text, only to end up wasting layers of my favorite lipstick on another dud date.”

“Not the lipstick!” I give an exaggerated gasp. She doesn’t play along; just stares back at me with those wide, twinkling green eyes. Her lip trembles and I know for a fact that it’s fake as hell, but I crumble like a dry cookie anyway. “Fuck, fine. I’ll matchmake you.”

“You’re so damn easy.” With a happy bounce in her seat, Summer thrusts a pen and notebook into my hands.

“This requires note-taking?”

“It requires thoughtful planning and careful strategy. I’m not going to set you up with just any woman. We’re going for…” She assesses me. “What are you looking for, exactly? A long-term girlfriend with the potential for marriage, kids, a picket-fenced house?”

Again, it’s that sinking feeling—one I can’t quite put my finger on.

I nudge Summer’s knee with mine, trying to buy time to get my thoughts straight. “Let’s fix your hair first.”

Patting at the waves on her head, Summer slips off the couch and settles on the old parquet between my outstretched legs. I get to work, splitting her hair in half, then in threes, and twisting it all together in the two French braids I perfected as a teenager when she adopted the hairstyle for her surf sessions at sunrise.

The guys tell me it’s kind of weird. But she can’t French braid on her own, and this nightly ritual has always felt meditative after a long day. Just running my fingers through her hair stills me. Helps me breathe a little deeper.

“Would you judge me if I said I’ve never really thought about it?” I say slowly. “Marriage, kids, and picket fences—it always felt like some nebulous thing I had years to figure out. And then I blink, and I’ll be turning thirty in a couple of months. My twin sister married our childhood friend, and Brooks wins a Super Bowl and proposes to his fake girlfriend, all within a year. Everyone has it all figured out, while I still get stuck coming up with what I want for dinner.”

I know these things have never been nebulous to Summer, but she hums a thoughtful sound anyway. “I’m still here. Still just as single.”

“But you know what you’re looking for. You know what you want out of life.” I slip an elastic band off my wrist and tie off the second braid, smoothing my fingers along her hairline and smiling at the tiny freckle hidden under the unruly baby hairs. “And it’s not just about picket fences. It’s my apartment, my job. Rewind about ten years and I’m in exactly the same place I am today.” She peers over her shoulder as I sit back on the couch, staring at the ceiling. I wave vaguely toward the window overlooking Oakwood’s main street. “Is this it for me? All there is?”

“Maybe you need a break from work. Get your mind off it and the spark will come back?”

“But that’s the thing—I fell into that job because it’s what made sense for me at the time, and then I never stopped to think whether it was what I really wanted.” I gesture at the pile of pens on her coffee table. “And now you’re asking me to describe my dream woman, someone I’m supposed to marry one day, and… I can’t. I have no idea what I’m looking for.”

She reclaims the seat cushion next to mine, a teasing smile pulling at her full, glossy lips. “Not even a hair color? Shoe size?”

I shake my head, gaze drifting to the bookcase on the far wall piled with Summer’s favorites—books about blue aliens bedding human women, and men who shapeshift into all kinds of mythical creatures. My own face stares back at me from several of the framed pictures scattered between the spines.

“You have to give me something. I can’t promise you a hole in one with finding you a wife if I’m going in blind.”

A wife. Jesus, it feels like I was in college just a minute ago—how the hell did I get to the point where we’re talking about my future wife? I haven’t even had a girlfriend in years. Not since Lainey, who dumped me when I told her I wasn’t ready to move in with her.

I was twenty-two. Hardly ready for adulthood, let alone a live-in girlfriend.

When—how—did I get here?

I feel Summer’s eyes on me as I fiddle with the hem of my T-shirt. “Park, are you okay?”

I don’t think so.

It’s a conclusion I’ve been drawing for the past few months, as I recognize myself increasingly less. Things that would’ve made me laugh then, barely faze me now. A job that used to have me excited for the next day keeps me paralyzed in bed long after my alarm goes off in the morning. A simple conversation about what I’m looking for in a woman makes me sweat more than it should.

I’m constantly on edge. Constantly exhausted. I feel like I’m approaching a cataclysmic event with no idea where it’ll come from, but terrified by what it’ll do to me.

“Parker?” Summer’s hand comes down on my knee, pulling me out of my head. The shift is instantaneous. The fog in my head recedes as quick as it came, the weight falls off my chest, the tightness in my stomach unravels. Like she’s just injected me with sunlight from the palm of her hand.

“Sorry.” I breathe a genuine, sheepish laugh and uncap the bright pink pen she handed me. “Let’s… let’s hit pause on my wife and talk about you. Summer’s Dream Guy. What do you have for me?”

It takes her a beat, but then Summer hops to her feet, her earlier enthusiasm returning full force.

“Dream man.” She disappears into her tiny galley kitchen. I catch a glimpse of her through the rectangular opening in the wall before she bends into her fridge. “I’ve dated boys and bros and guys, and I’m done with them all. I won’t settle for less than a grown man, with goals and ambitions. Who’s steady and predictable, and wants exactly what I want out of life: marriage, kids, and picket fences.”

I scribble in my notebook as she speaks. “Steady and predictable? You really had the right idea with this matchmaking thing. You need all the help you can get.”

She peeks through the opening in the wall. “What’s wrong with steady and predictable?”

“Summer, you throw yourself into the ocean—willingly—with just a piece of plastic for safety, every single day. As dangerous a hobby as it gets. I think there’s a whole lot more you want out of life than steady and predictable.”

“Maybe that’s why it works. I’m not looking to swim for my life at home, too.” She scoffs when I shake my head. “Go ahead, then. Tell me what I really need, matchmaker.”

I tip my head, studying the pink pen between my fingers. Drawing on my decades of Summer. “You need… someone to shake you up. Dishevel you a little.”

“I don’t need disheveling.”

“You do. You used to have all these big ambitions that would’ve taken you out of this town years ago. But you’re still here. Summer Prescott, town darling of Oakwood. Friendly and neighborly with everyone, happy face on no matter how bad someone hurts you.”

Her gaze shoots left, through the kitchen doorway to where her surfboard leans against the wall by the front door. She knows I’m right. Knows exactly what I’m talking about. But she made me forfeit that particular line of questioning a long time ago.

“You want all the regular stuff, too,” I continue. “Someone who makes you laugh, lets you cry, rages with you when you’re angry at the world. Someone who’d match the effort you’d put into the relationship. Who showers you with affection, is so out of his mind for you that he can’t ever stop touching you. But who wouldn’t be afraid to put you in your place when you deserve it—and yes, Prescott. There’ll be times when you deserve it.” I break into a grin when her mouth opens. “Can’t have a smart mouth like yours and not deserve it sometimes.”

She hums, eyes narrowed, unconvinced on that last point. But the teasing fades from my face, my voice, everything, as I stare back at her. My best friend, my soulmate, who’s poured her heart into finding a family for years. Who puts on a smile every time it goes wrong, clinging to optimism I know isn’t really all there anymore.

She’s been through so fucking much. Her mother blowing up what everyone had thought to be a happy little family of three, then vanishing from Summer’s life. Her dad fleeing town the second Summer came of age, and starting a whole new family without her.

“Most importantly”—something in my tone has her expression thawing—“you want someone who stays. Permanence. A home, no matter where life takes you.”

“Something like that,” she says quietly. She holds my gaze through the hole in the wall. Blesses me with the softest smile. My favorite Summer smile—the one that makes something shimmy in my stomach, like I’ve done something right for once.

When I resume scribbling in my notebook, Summer’s soft laugh fills the apartment. “Hey, Park? D’you think it’s time to get your eyes checked?”

I grunt noncommittally and try to relax my eyes, but my writing goes too fuzzy. “What does he look like? This dream man.”

“Dark hair. A nice smile. This should go without saying, but after the dates I’ve been on, I feel the need to make it clear that he should shower regularly. Put actual effort into planning dates and alone time together. And keep a job. Have a five-year plan. Wants to own a home. Oh, and he better cook, considering…” I hear a creak as she opens her oven, which doubles as shoe storage. She and I have this in common—we’re both hopeless in the kitchen. “Bonus points if he’s got big hands, if you know what I’m saying.”

Pardon me?

The pen falls out of my hand. I stretch out my fingers, frowning down at my palm.

I don’t notice Summer has returned to the living room until her snort breaks the silence. “Are you trying to figure out if you have big hands?”

“No. What does it matter how big my hands are?” She’s holding two soda bottles—Mountain Dew for me, Diet Coke for her—and I hastily take mine.

Obviously I know that Summer has… I can’t even bring myself to think the words.

It’s that the thought of her with a guy makes me want to break something. Or, like… strangle anyone who’s touched her.

You know, the usual kind of thing.

I just don’t need to hear about it, is all. It’s like how I don’t want to hear about my sister’s nighttime activities. Same thing.

“Are you looking to apply for the job? Summer’s Dream Man?” She sips her drink, shoulders bouncing with laughter.

“That would make me the world’s worst matchmaker, considering I don’t cross a single thing off this list. Aside from the showering and the job I hate.”

Unless… I glance at the notebook in my lap, then break into a grin.

Summer tips her head to examine me. She makes a wishy-washy sound. “Seven out of ten.”

My jaw drops. “Bullshit.”

Her brows go up. “I know you’re not questioning the integrity of the scoring committee.”

“Yes the hell I am. I demand a recount.”

“Recount granted. I’m afraid you’ve lost a point for insolence.”

My grin returns, twice as wide. “I’ve been told insolence is part of my charm.”

“Parker, we talked about this.” She pouts. “Your mommy will say that about anything.”

I poke at her cheek, pulled taut in a wide smile. “You think you’re real funny, don’t you?”

“That’s never been up for debate.” She bats away my hand, trapped in a breathless laugh, and I tuck it under my thigh because a laughing Summer has always been my weakness. Always makes me a little lightheaded.

For a moment, it occurs to me that we’ve missed a crucial point about Summer’s Dream Man—that whoever she ends up with has to be man enough to accept our friendship, just the way it is. Because I wouldn’t give it—us—up for anyone.

But that’s unnecessary. She and I have endured decades together. Never turning on each other, never wandering out of sight. Nothing’s ever disrupted us, flipped our friendship upside down.

It never will.

“So, we’re really doing this? Blind dates at Oakley’s, in exactly a week?”

“Why not?” I toss my notebook onto the coffee table and reach for the remote. We quit watching Serendipity halfway through last night, and I cue it back up on her TV. “Summer’s dream man, coming right up.”

She settles into the couch, lying all the way across with her legs over my lap, feet skimming my arm along the way. I’ll never understand how they always manage to be ice-cold, even in the summer, but I throw a blanket over us both and clench her toes in my hands to warm them up. And then a cacophony of honks from the street below filters through the open living room window, vaguely to the tune of “Stayin’ Alive” by the Bee Gees.

My stomach sinks. Low. All the way out of my body. “No.”

I beeline to the window with Summer at my heels. There’s a silver RV now parked haphazardly across the street. The side door bursts open. Two suitcases fly out of it, bouncing off the cobblestone, shortly followed by my mother’s distinctly disheveled blond head of hair.

Summer winces. “Suitcases?”

My forehead hits the window. “Fuck my life.”





Chapter 3 Summer

“Team, we’ve got about two more months to pull off the best Surf’s Up series the country’s ever seen. Who’s with me?”

Grant, the head volunteer for Surf’s Up—a qualifying series within the World Surf Organization held annually in and around Oakwood Bay—claps his hands together in a way I’m sure is meant to galvanize the group around the cluttered table at the Pine Point community center.

It seems only half of us were paying attention, because the other volunteers startle at the sound, guiltily looking up from the phones they’d been covertly using under the table.

The murmur of agreement is vague, hardly enthusiastic, but in typical early-thirties surfer dude fashion, Grant circulates an unfazed grin around the table. He gives an extra nod of approval when he lands on me beside him, with my pen still poised over my notebook, then launches into an animated project update.

I’ve been a frequent inhabitant of this room since I retired from competitive surfing and took up this volunteer work. Surf’s Up is a three-event competition series spread out over the summer, bringing in seasoned surfers from along the coast who hope to qualify for the WSO’s Champions Tour, which surfs some of the world’s most elite waves over the course of a year.

As far as growing up in a small town goes, Oakwood’s proximity to the ocean and prime surf spots is one of its few highlights. The waves in this part of the country aren’t as colossal as you’d find on the West Coast or abroad, but, as a competitive-turned-hobby surfer myself, I know just how challenging they can be, requiring athletes to show off major endurance and skill.

The delinquent texters return to their phones, all smiling or silently giggling at their private conversations. I tap my own phone to life. Not a single awaiting message.

Swallowing my disappointment, I return my focus to Grant. Across the table, Tristan Thomas stifles a snort at his screen. I slide my phone closer and fire off a text to my dad as discreetly as possible.

SUMMER: Are we still on for family dinner this Sunday?

Minutes later, it sits unanswered below two similar texts I sent earlier in the week. Dad’s a general surgeon at his local hospital and is always tending to some emergency, which makes seeing him a luxury, especially after he fled Oakwood in my late teens. These days, my best bet is the monthly family dinners with him, my stepmom, and twin toddler half-brothers—whenever they don’t get canceled.

To Dad’s credit, I haven’t heard from my mom in years.

I give it a minute before firing off another text, this time to my friend Shy.

SUMMER: Still up for our shopping date on Saturday?

Her reply, at least, comes quick.

SHY: Sum, I’m SO sorry. Rosie just came down with something and doubt it’ll clear up by then. Rain check?

SUMMER: Totally! Let me know when you’re free and give Rosie-Wosie a big kiss from me.

I can’t help sinking in my seat a little. Grant catches my eye and gives my phone a pointed look as someone runs through their subcommittee update. “Everything okay?”

“Totally fine!” I whisper back. My phone lights up several minutes later with another reply that has my heart sinking.

DAD: The boys caught a bug at day care. Sorry, Sunshine. Gonna have to cancel dinner.

SUMMER: No worries, I hear there’s something going around!

SUMMER: Should we reschedule for next week?

I stare at my screen for several long seconds, even knowing I won’t hear back for a while. I know I shouldn’t take it personally; that the world doesn’t revolve around me. My dad, my friends, they’re all perfectly entitled to have other priorities. But it’d be nice to have just one person whose attention I don’t have to constantly compete for, only to come up second, or fifth, or tenth in line.

Which is why this matchmaking has to work.

This plan with Parker isn’t about finding me a boyfriend for the sake of it. It’s about finding someone who can’t live without me just as much as I can’t live without him. Who’d think I’m the best part of his day, like he’d be the best part of mine.

I scramble for my phone when it lights up again, this time with a text from Parker.

PARKER: Is there such a thing as human exterminators? Some kind of pest control for humans?

I snort a laugh that has Grant looking over again. Parker’s been in a particularly foul mood all week, since his parents showed up unannounced and made themselves right at home in his two-bedroom apartment.

Caroline and Brian Woods have always been eccentric at best, chaotic at worst, and a nightmare for someone like Parker, who needs routine and structure to keep things straight. They’re nomads to their core and sold their family home in Oakwood years ago to travel the country in an RV, making pit stops in town whenever the mood strikes.

SUMMER: I believe human exterminators are called hitmen, and I’d advise you to stop leaving a paper trail if you sincerely intend on hiring one.

PARKER: I don’t need a hitman. Just someone who can get unwanted human inhabitants the hell off my premises.

SUMMER: Alive?

PARKER: Yes.

SUMMER: Are you only saying that because of the paper trail?

PARKER: Maybe.

“Summer?” Grant’s voice pulls me away from my phone. This time, every pair of eyes around the table is fixed on me. “What’s the status on the local business market?”

With a pang of guilt, I bounce to my feet to deliver my subcommittee update. “It’s moving along as planned! We’ll be opening registration this week, and we expect the highest numbers to date, given last year’s success. Most of the businesses sold out of their stock, as you know.”

I sweep a loose sheet on top of my notebook, indicating the wrap-up figures from last year. A couple of years ago, I convinced Grant to let me take over half the parking lot at each Surf’s Up event, inviting small businesses around Oakwood Bay to set up shop for the day. The local business market has become a staple of the series since. People love browsing through the farmstands and kitschy boutiques, and businesses eagerly fight over the few spots we’re able to offer.

It’s the highlight of my year—I love seeing the locals I’ve known all my life thrive, love that I had a hand in it.

Movement in my periphery draws my attention to the door, where a familiar tall woman with long, sun-bleached hair and a deep tan has appeared. Harriet Young, the lead judge for Surf’s Up, lifts her sunglasses on top of her head. She leans against the wall, grinning when she catches me looking. We first met way back when I competed in the junior division, but in recent years our interactions have centered around my volunteer work.

Waving at her, I return my attention to my fellow volunteers. “I was thinking, though, that this year we could charge a small entrance fee to help raise funds for the repairs to Sheffield’s Diner.” I look over the smiling faces around the table. Last fall, a rough storm had a tree collapsing onto an incoming car, sending it crashing into Oakwood’s beloved diner. “Most of you will know that Wynn Sheffield’s had trouble with his insurance, and… Well, seeing as the local business market is all about community to begin with, I thought it might make sense! Thoughts?”

“Excellent idea.” Grant makes a note in his notebook. I can barely keep myself from preening under his praise. “I assume you’ll want to lead this part of the project, on top of everything else you’re running?”

There’s a laugh around the table. Across me, Danica Klein, who I’ve been friendly with since we started volunteering around the same time, shoots me a teasing look. Possibly, I might’ve spent the past few years participating in… all the planning activities.

But I like it. It keeps me busy, when the alternative is hanging out at home alone, or encroaching on my friends’ time. And there’s always been something so magical to me about Surf’s Up.

“If you insist,” I joke with a sigh. “I already took the liberty of running the idea by a few locals, who seemed supportive of an entrance fee.”

“Of course, you did.” Grant smiles down at his notes. “Your zest truly is contagious, Summer.”

I take a moment to bask in the murmurs of agreement. This is why I love Oakwood Bay, the reason I could never bring myself to leave it. After my parents shipped out of town, this group’s support has meant the world.

Eventually, Grant breaks us into our various subcommittees and waves Harriet over for their private meeting. She touches my shoulder as she passes me.

“You’re quite the star planner, Prescott.” She smiles in a way I can’t decipher, tipping down her chin to bring us eye to eye. “But there’s one thing I know you’re even better at.”

Her words are meant to be kind. But my smile falters anyway.

By the time the meeting is done, Dad still hasn’t replied.





Chapter 4 Parker

“Mom—how much longer do you need in there?”

I rap at the door to the single bathroom in my apartment, then again even louder when I’m only met with the warbled sounds of my mother singing “The Tide Is High” over the running shower.

Maybe I should be happy to hear her dulcet tones through the door. Glad to have had my parents move in with me this week, while the Airstream RV they’ve called home since they sold my childhood house gets much-needed repairs after years of nonstop travel.

I might’ve felt those things… if my free-spirited parents hadn’t spent the last seven days turning me, my routine, and this two-bedroom walk-up apartment completely upside down.

The logical thing to have done when they arrived, ready to move in without so much as a conversation, would have been to hand them the spare key to my sister’s empty mini-mansion on the water, just minutes away. They’d have the run of the place until she comes back from her honeymoon.

But by the time I made heads or tails of what they wanted, they’d already dumped out their clothes in my spare bedroom and cleared enough space in my fridge for copious bottles of the trailer-made kombucha they’ve apparently become addicted to.

I pound on the door again, glancing down the hall only to be informed by my microwave that I’m running severely late for work.

“Goddamn it, Mom,” I mutter.

In the living room, I lift my phone off the coffee table to find a stream of texts from Summer. I don’t bother answering. Instead, I throw open the window overlooking the street. The lights are off in Summer’s apartment right across the way, and I find her on the sidewalk below leaning against the side of my Wrangler, dressed and ready for work in well-worn sneakers, black leggings, and a UOB-branded polo.

“Give me five minutes.” With a start, she lifts her chin to find me partially hanging out of my window. “These guys are driving me up the fucking—”

“Language, Giggle Bear,” my mother calls from the hall. Maybe it’s the frustration from being late for work, but the nickname she’s called me since I was a newborn—when I supposedly started giggling and smiling far ahead of my moodier twin—grates on me more than it ever has.

I find Mom dressed in a colorful poncho with a towel on her head, while my dad follows her out of the bathroom wearing a towel around his waist and a nausea-inducing look of satisfaction on his face.

It’s my childhood all over again.

“Come on,” I groan as they head into the spare room. “We talked about this. None of that needs to happen in the bathroom, which is a communal space.”

I regret saying anything when my mom’s head pops out of the doorway. “There’s no need to be so uptight about it, Giggle Bear. We’ve always told you that sex is a very normal, very natural—”

“Fucking hell.” I power walk to the bathroom and shut the door before I get roped into another one of the sex is beautiful lectures I grew up hearing.

Inside the steaming bathroom, I brace my hands on the counter and duck my head to take several centering breaths. Despite the lectures and accusations of uptight behavior, I’m a lot more like my parents than they probably realize. A lot more like them than I want to be.

I may have a permanent address and a long-term job that neither of them currently have, but I’ve spent the past several years indulging in the very normal, very natural sex they seem to be having at every turn. Have put off the thought of a relationship, or a family, or a home away from my favorite bar until a date in the future, because I had youth on my side.

Plenty of time to think about it later.

Planning ahead has never been my strong suit, and certainly nothing my parents instilled in me growing up. And then later started hitting me in the face.

I think this is it. Why my parents’ out-of-the-blue appearance has put me in this uptight mood. Why the sound of my childhood nickname incites pure bitterness inside me. The clock’s run out on my optimistic I’ll figure it out later mentality.

I’m turning thirty in exactly three months. Living in the town where I was born and never left. Working the same job I’ve had since graduating college. With that godforsaken rumor running rampant, attracting women whose interest in me starts and stops with the hope of panty removal. And now I’m living with my parents.

With another long breath that does nothing to save my mood, I yank my toothbrush out of its holder and finally get ready for work.



“Why did Summer just invite me to a party to plan a party?”

Noah Irving—star quarterback for the Florida Hornets, surrogate brother to my sister and her husband, and my pain-in-the-ass client—eyes my reflection in the wall of mirrors at the gym facility at the University of Oakwood Bay, where he’s come to train during his off-season.

The squat rack sitting on his shoulders doesn’t seem to faze him any, which is a sign that either I’m not pushing him hard enough or that he’s just that scandalized by the so-called planning party that Summer issued invitations to this morning.

“It’s for our joint thirtieth birthday—mine and Melody’s. Summer and Zac are putting something together, I guess.” I nudge Noah’s sneaker in a silent command to get to squatting.

“So, to be extra clear on this… I just got invited to a party taking place a month from now… to plan a party taking place three months from now?”

“You know how it is, man. Everyone’s always got something going on.” Aside from me. “Planning anything requires several weeks’ notice and a robust scheduling software.”

A party to plan a party is a little weird, I’ll admit. But I’ve learned over the years not to question Summer when it comes to these things. She loves planning a social event—makes some of the best cocktails I’ve ever had, too. This is pretty on-brand for her.

I do wish it wasn’t yet another uncomfortable reminder of the looming end of my twenties, but who am I to deny her the joys of double party planning.

“And why do you sound like they’re ushering you to the gallows instead of throwing you a birthday party?” Noah grits out between reps.

“You wouldn’t get it.” The words come out as a sigh, though I don’t mean for them to. I do my best to keep my increasingly shitty mood in check, at work most of all. But it’s harder to do the longer I stay stuck on this hamster wheel. Even harder when I’m being asked about it by a twenty-two-year-old star professional athlete.

Today is yet another day at UOB, where I move from the training facility to the adjoining rehab center depending on the client. Since training my friend Brooks to a triumphant return to the NFL last year, every new assignment has felt like scaling a molehill after conquering Kilimanjaro. But I have no idea what I’d do instead.

How do other people simply… know? What they want out of life, a partner?

And how am I supposed to figure it out with the incessant swirling vortex of anxiety that comes with not knowing? I’m constantly on the edge of calling it quits and relocating my existence to my queen-size mattress.

Summer floats out of the open doors of the rehabilitation center. She’s with Quentin Moore, a junior on the UOB basketball team who’d stuck around Oakwood after suffering a dislocated shoulder this past spring. She’s saying something to him as they walk toward the facility’s exit, gesturing emphatically with her hands in the way she does when she talks, brown hair swishing in tousled salt water waves.

She’s not looking at Quentin, but he’s got his full attention on her and whatever instructions she’s giving him. Pride blooms at the sight; she so easily commands the attention of this six-foot-six, two-hundred-and-twenty-pound star athlete, who I’d put money on getting drafted to the NBA this year pending his recovery. And with Summer on his team, there’s no way he won’t be ready for the first tip-off of the college season.

If there’s any kind of positive to be found in this job, it’s spending the day with Summer. Watching her kick ass with her clients. Sneaking in early workouts together before our first appointments of the day. Lunch and unsanctioned donut breaks.

I couldn’t survive this without her.

“Last one,” I announce to Noah, who grinds his teeth in anticipation of his final squat. He’s struggling now, legs trembling.

Once he finishes, he slumps onto a workout bench. “New business idea for you: Sell walking canes at the door for all the poor souls you torture for money, you fucking sadist.”

“I wouldn’t be doing you a favor by taking it easy on you. Not if you want to keep playing the way you did last season.”

Noah wipes his face with the hem of his shirt. “I need to play better than I did last season, seeing as it was your buddy who won the championship—not me.”

“Think you just gave me permission to dial up the torture.”

Across the gym, Summer blesses Quentin with that pretty smile of hers, the one I can feel all the way from here.

“Look, I’ve never understood the kind of long game you seem hell-bent on playing there. But if you’re shooting for any kind of subtlety at all, I’d probably pick your jaw up off the floor.”

I glance over at Noah. “The hell are you talking about?”

His gaze travels slowly over my face, filling with increasing fascination the longer he stares. “Ah. I see.”

Irritation prickles. “See what? Spit it out.”

“I see. I get it now.”

I roll my eyes. “You see nothing.”

“Trust me, I do. Clear as day.” He laces his fingers behind his head of sandy hair, unperturbed by my increasing impatience. “See, I always thought you were playing the long game, you know?”

“I don’t know.”

“But now I get it. You have a thing for Summer—”

I groan. “For fuck’s sake.”

“Hang on, that’s not even the best part. You’re not playing a long game for her at all. You have a thing for Summer, and you don’t even know you have a thing for Summer.” Noah snorts, and this conspiracy is apparently worthy of a deep-belly laugh they can probably hear in the next state.

But he’s only embarrassing himself with all this, because I absolutely, unequivocally, categorically do not have a thing for Summer Prescott.

Seeing as I’ve had her in my life for the last twenty-seven years, I’d like to think I would’ve noticed if I was in love with her. But I’ve never felt it once. The big punch in the gut you hear people talk about when they fall in love. That one, life-altering moment you can point to without a shred of doubt. When your world shifts from underneath you, leaving you all hot and jumbled and incapable of stringing together words. Twenty-seven years and none of that.

My words never have any trouble coming out with Summer. She’s my favorite person to talk to.

I’m with her and the ground feels steadier than ever. Not a hint of a tremor.

There’s no punch in the gut when she’s around—exactly the opposite. She makes the inside of my head, lately so loud and mean, sound like a serene summer evening at the lake. Sunset, warm breeze, water gently lapping up the shore. Loons singing in the background.

A whistle draws our attention to find her approaching our bench. “Cool it with the pumping, Irving. You’re about to bust out of that T-shirt.”

“Think she just gave you permission to dial down the torture.” Noah blows a kiss at Summer, getting to his feet. “And on that note, I’ll leave you two to… I don’t know. Ignore reality?”

“Ignore which reality?” She looks back and forth between us.

“Ignore him altogether.”

She takes Noah’s spot beside me, unclasping her hand to show me a miniature paper plane folded from a bright pink sticky note I left on her desk. The same kind I used to send flying at her from across our high school classrooms, passing her notes without our teachers seeing. This one is half opened, with my messy scrawl inside it.

“Thanks for the donut.” With a smile, Summer tucks the note in her pocket. Then she drops her voice, giving a shifty glance around the gym. “Much better than those muffins Kendra was circulating this morning. Which, by the way…”

She leans in closer, and my thoughts are promptly derailed by the floral scent drifting off her skin. I’ve never smelled this one on her—it’s sweet, floral, somehow a little musky.

It hits me right in the common sense, knocking it over, and for a moment I’m gripped by the urge to run my lips along the side of her neck. Douse myself in that scent and the satisfactory way she might shiver at the touch. If scents were tangible, this one would be the satisfied cuddle after a marathon fuck. Pure, hedonistic bliss.

I blink through the feeling. “Did you get a new perfume?”

Summer nudges me. I realize she’s been speaking for an unknown number of minutes. “Focus, Park. I’m telling you, something weird is going on here.”

“About…” I clear my throat when the word comes out grainy. “About the perfume?”

“With Kendra and Don,” she hisses, eyes darting across the gym. Squinting through the mild fuzziness in my vision, I find Don, our boss, chatting with Kendra, another trainer. “You know those muffins she was handing out? I found an entire container of them on Don’s desk.”

“Muffins?” I shake myself mentally, try to focus on her words and their implication, but that perfume is ruthless. All my brain seems capable of at the moment is picturing the two of us. Naked. Sweaty. Her cheek on my chest, lashes grazing my skin as she drifts to sleep, exhausted from coming over and over, and— “What… what’s in this perfume, exactly? Which flower is that?”

“Why? Is it bad?” She lifts her shirt to her nose and inhales deeply. “I’m trying something different for our dates tonight.”

Something niggles at me as I fight her perfume for sanity. “Dates?”

“Our blind dates!”

And my stomach just leaves my body.

Summer beams at me. “Parker, I’m so excited. I really think you’re going to love her. I spent all week scouring town for the perfect person for you. You’ve got so much in common, and…”

The rest of her words are drowned out by a ringing in my ears, and the panic quickly raising my body temperature. Because I forgot.

Between my impromptu tenants and the brain fog that I’ve barely been able to keep at bay… I fucking forgot. Our blind dates, tonight at Oakley’s. I find her a guy, she finds me a girl.

And I don’t have anyone for Summer. I’m going to have to reschedule—

“Just wait until you see the dress I’m wearing tonight. Or, wait until he sees the dress I’m wearing tonight. I bought it specially.” Summer bounces happily and I wipe the rapidly growing panic off my face. “I woke up this morning with such a good feeling. I mean, you know me better than anyone! If someone’s going to lead me to the love of my life, it’ll definitely be you. I can’t wait to meet him!”

I open my mouth to say something.

To confess. To apologize. To ask for more time. But Summer continues chattering excitedly and I can’t do it. I can’t disappoint her like that.

I need to fix this. Now.
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