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        Never let the fear of striking out keep you from playing the game.

        BABE RUTH

      

      

      

      
        
        We all wear masks […]

        we hide from the world

        and from ourselves

        we hide from our truths

        behind our eyes

        running away from our real

        but somewhere there

        where truth meets courage

      
        we are waiting to be found […]

        ATTICUS, LOVE HER WILD
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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      “You can learn a lot from fairytales, you know.”

      Lizzy Bennet eyed the thick volume of classic fairytales in her father’s lap with the kind of skepticism a precocious ten-year-old excels at before turning the same look on her father.

      “Like what?” she asked, her tone carrying a hint of curiosity.

      Lizzy thought fairytales were for girls—she knew she was a girl, but that didn’t stop her from trying to be one of the boys. She was always trying to prove she could do all the things they could, in the hopes they’d stop saying girls were dumb and wimpy. She particularly liked baseball, and she was proud whenever they played in gym class, and all the boys backed up when she came up to bat.

      “Well.” Thomas Bennet scratched at the stubble on his jaw, mulling the question over. “Kindness is a big lesson, for starters. In fairytales, those who are always kind or learn to be kind, even to those who hurt them, always live happily ever after.”

      “And the bad guys get punished!”

      “Yes, they do,” he nodded. “The bad guys don’t always get punished in real life, but that doesn’t mean kindness isn’t important. If anything, that makes it more important.”

      Lizzy trailed a finger down the page the book was open to—a pretty colored sketch of Cinderella’s castle at the end of the tale. Her father noticed, and smiled.

      “Cinderella is one of my favorites. Know why?”

      “Why?” Lizzy automatically scrunched her nose. Cinderella was so girly.

      And part of her wondered if her dad chose to read her Cinderella because of her new stepmom and stepsisters. She got the feeling they didn’t like her, but Dad didn’t seem to notice—instead, he probably noticed that she didn’t really like them. She’d tried to be nice to them, but they weren’t nice back no matter what she did, unless Dad was around.

      “Because her kindness is her strength,” he explained. “She could easily become bitter with the way she’s treated by her stepfamily, or give in to hopelessness, but she doesn’t do either of those things. Some people consider her weak, that she lets her stepmother and sisters walk all over her; maybe sometimes she does, because she’s still learning her worth, but she never lets it get to her. Her eventual defiance is quiet, which makes it all the more powerful.”

      “So…” This time Lizzy scrunched her nose in thought. “She’s your favorite because she stands up to the evil stepmother without hurting anyone? And she’s still nice to people even though her life was terrible?”

      “Yep.”

      “But that’s not fair!” The injustice of it burst out of her as she thought again of her stepmom. “Nothing happens to the stepmother or sisters. They don’t get punished.”

      Mr. Bennet grinned at his daughter, appreciating her. Not all kids her age enjoyed discussing literature. “In this version of the story, they don’t—at least not in an obvious way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “The evil stepmother doesn’t win,” he pointed out. “She fails to break Cinderella down, and she fails to capture the prince for her own daughters; she doesn’t get what she wanted. And she has to live with that failure, and the shame of her treatment of Cinderella—if she’s able to feel shame.”

      Lizzy considered this response before accepting the argument with a nod. “What happens in other versions of the story?”

      Thomas chuckled. “When you’re a little older, I’ll introduce you to the Brothers Grimm.”

      She perked up. “Grim? That sounds cool.”

      He grimaced a little as he closed the book. “You may not think so when you read it. Stick to the less gruesome stories for now.”

      Lizzy pouted, and he kissed the top of her head, then tapped the cover of the book he held for good measure.

      “I promise, this book has everything you need inside it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      It is a truth universally acknowledged that a teenage girl must be in want of a ball.

      However little known the feelings or views of such a girl may be when the date of the Netherfield High homecoming dance is announced, it is, regardless, a truth so well fixed in the minds of the surrounding students that it is considered the event of the season.

      Lizzy Bennet stood in the kitchen making her stepsisters’ lunches for the school day while they sat at the kitchen island. She listened to them gossiping about who would ask whom to the dance with a mix of bemusement and resignation.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t want to go—she would love to put on a nice dress, drink school-sanctioned punch, dance, and take ridiculous photos with her friends. It was that her stepmother was unlikely to allow her to go.

      According to Frances Gardiner, there was always something that needed doing, whether it be around the house, or at their family-owned café.

      Her dad’s café, Lizzy thought, shuddering at the knowledge of what Frances had done to it. That, it was best not to dwell on.

      “Hey, that’s my scrunchy!” Kitty shrieked. “Give it back!”

      “No way,” Lydia scoffed. “It looks better on me.”

      It’s literally a scrunchy, Lizzy thought, rolling her eyes as an argument ensued. But bickering seemed to be what the fraternal twins did best.

      Kitty, the older twin by fourteen minutes—a fact she loved to lord over her sister—had brown eyes and a round face. Her hair was a mass of thick, dark blonde curls that she straightened to within and inch of its life every day. In contrast, Lydia was all sharp angles, and had the height to go with it. Though she, too, had brown eyes, her hair was a luscious mahogany, naturally straight—a fact she loved to rub in Kitty’s face.

      Vain, idle, ignorant, and spoiled, they were both juniors, and yet they had all the maturity of a pair of feuding fifth graders.

      Less than a year, Lizzy told herself. She only had to put up with them, with all of it, for the remainder of her senior year. Then she was home free.

      Once she was done with the lunches, she packed them up in the girls’ fancy, shiny lunch totes, plopped them down on the island in front of them while they continued to argue. Then she slid the egg white and anchovy omelet she had warming in the oven out, placed it on a tray with a green smoothie, and, holding her breath so as not to breathe in the fishy scent, carried it upstairs.

      Her stepmother was already awake, sitting up in bed when Lizzy entered the room; her sleep mask was pushed up her forehead, making some of her bleached blonde hair bend at odd angles.

      “It’s about time you showed up,” was all she said.

      Lizzy made no reply, as there was no point. She simply went to the small round dining table by the window, set the tray atop the lacy table runner. Then she went to the closet, pulled a fluffy pink robe from a hanger on the door, and walked to the bed.

      Having removed her sleep mask, Frances sat primly, waiting impatiently as Lizzy made her rounds. As Lizzy neared the bed, Frances slipped the covers aside—revealing a skimpy, unnecessarily lacy pink negligee—stuffed her feet into hot pink slippers, and rose.

      Lizzy held open the robe, and Frances turned, sliding her arms in. As she tied the robe, she ordered, “Spray.” Lizzy picked up an essential oil mist spray from the night stand, spritzing the air when Frances turned.

      When Frances had inhaled to her satisfaction, she walked to the table and sat down.

      “Are these the special anchovies that I ordered?” she asked, cutting into the omelet.

      “Yep.”

      She took a bite, nodded. “Mm. Yes, I can taste the quality. It cost a small fortune, you know.”

      Lizzy said nothing, but on the inside she rolled her eyes. Frances never bought her own groceries, and never cooked anything for herself—she considered it beneath her. I could have poisoned the omelet, Lizzy surmised, and she wouldn’t be able to tell.

      But of course, if she poisoned Frances, she would be the most obvious suspect.

      “Did you book my manicure for today?”

      “Yes, it’s at ten.”

      “Good.” Frances sniffed. “I’m having lunch with Mrs. Long and I’d hate not to look presentable.”

      Lizzy stood, awaiting further instructions. After a few moments, Frances glanced at her and frowned. “Don’t just stand there. Lay out my clothes.”

      Frances instructed her what items she wanted to wear, and Lizzy pulled them from the closet, laid them on the bed. When Frances finally dismissed her, she stepped quietly out of the room. Once she’d shut the door, she rushed up the attic stairs to her room.

      She shut her own door and leaned against it, taking a moment to breathe. Once she’d reigned in her frustration, she started gathering her things for the day: the textbooks, notebooks, and her laptop from her desk all went into her leather messenger bag, then she tossed on a green plaid blazer from the bohemian-style rack that served as her closet, and her phone in its wallet case went from her nightstand to the jacket’s inside pocket.

      Every personal item she owned was either something she’d had since before her dad died—like her bedroom furniture, her books (and his books), her mother’s jewelry, some keepsakes—or something she’d bought with her own money from working at the café.

      Most of her clothes, like the jacket she wore, were thrifted, as were any books she’d bought since, with the exception of birthday and Christmas gifts from her friends. Frances had offered to buy her a cheap cell phone and add her to the family plan since she needed to be able to contact her, but Lizzy hadn’t wanted to be beholden to her, so she’d saved up her money and bought her own phone.

      What Frances didn’t know, was the café’s manager, Charlotte Lucas—who had also been her mother’s best friend—had added Lizzy to her plan. And once Lizzy had turned eighteen—just a few weeks ago—Charlotte had also driven Lizzy to the bank so she could remove France’s name from her accounts.

      When she was a kid, her father had started savings and checking accounts for her, though she hadn’t been able to get a debit card until a few years ago. She was lucky Frances hardly ever paid attention to that account. As Lizzy’s guardian, she’d been added as a necessity when Lizzy’s dad died. Every once in a while, she’d bought some frivolous thing with money from that account, just to remind Lizzy she could, but for the most part, she left it alone.

      Lizzy had been able to save enough for her laptop, the most expensive item she owned. It wasn’t necessary at school, but she always took it with her when she left the house because the twins weren’t above snooping in her room, sometimes taking her things.

      She’d learned to hide anything they might consider pretty, and she’d bought a special lamp with a hollow bottom where she hid a cash stash for emergencies.

      Another addition she’d eventually made to the room was a deadbolt lock; she kept the key on her house key ring, which she snatched from its place on a hook near the door before turning to scan the room for anything she’d forgotten.

      All set, she thought, then headed down to the kitchen to grab her own lunch bag. The kitchen was blessedly empty, so she poured herself a second cup of coffee to enjoy while she waited for Jane.

      Lizzy didn’t have a car—Frances certainly wouldn’t buy her one, and she decided she’d rather save for college for now; she’d worked hard in school and applied to her dad’s alma mater, Brown University, but even with a scholarship it would be expensive. So, she caught a ride to school with her best friend, Jane.

      Jane was a shy but sweet soul, and loyal as a golden retriever; they’d stuck together through thick and thin since elementary school, the thickest being Lizzy’s dad’s death eight years past.

      She’d sipped about half her mug when Jane texted she’d arrived, so Lizzy gulped down the rest of her coffee, put the mug in the dishwasher, and headed out.

      “Good morning!” Jane said cheerily as Lizzy pulled open the passenger door of her yellow Beetle. It wasn’t the first time Lizzy thought the car was just as cheerful as her friend.

      “Hey,” Lizzy smiled, taking in her friend’s effortless ensemble.

      Effortless, because Jane didn’t care much for fashion trends, and because she was easily the most beautiful girl in school.

      She had waves of honey blonde hair, which were currently piled into a messy bun, revealing the streak of teal on one side, and big, brown doe eyes with long lashes. Her looks drew eyes wherever she went, but sadly, most of the boys at school paid little attention to her when they realized she actually had a brain in her head.

      It made no sense to Lizzy. Jane was beautiful, sweet, and smart, yet a lot of guys thought Jane should only be the first two, and were disappointed to realize she was a nerd.

      A hot nerd, but a nerd nonetheless.

      But Jane didn’t want to be a brainless trophy girlfriend. She loved video games, and wanted to design her own someday. But even some of the nerdy boys tended to avoid her, either because they were overprotective of the gaming industry as a purely male endeavor, or they were too intimidated by someone pretty and, in Lizzy’s opinion, cool as Jane.

      Jane didn’t let it get to her, though. She often displayed her love of video games with t-shirts and pins on her backpack. Today she wore a light pink pleated skirt with a green tee sporting Link from The Legend of Zelda.

      They chatted on the drive to school, and Jane offered to drop Lizzy off at the café after school so she wouldn’t have to walk. Though Lizzy reiterated she liked to walk, she accepted the offer.

      Netherfield High’s halls were already humming with activity when they arrived, heading straight for their lockers.

      Part of the reason they’d always been friends was because their last names both started with B-E-N, and so they’d always been placed next to each other in alphabetically ordered lines, and their cubbies and lockers had always been right next to each other. Little Lizzy Bennet had been skeptical of Jane Benson’s bubbly demeanor at first, but she’d easily been won over when Jane shared her snacks.

      Snacks were still sacred between the two of them.

      Lizzy stuck her lunch in her locker and switched out a couple of her books for those of her morning classes while Jane did the same. When she closed her locker, she jolted, as she hadn’t expected a person to be standing on the other side of the door.

      “Oh.” Reminding herself to be polite, she said, “Hello, Colin.”

      Tall and lean, all gawky limbs and pointy angles, Colin Hunt gave her an awkward bow and a smile that was all teeth.  “Good morning, Elizabeth. Looking lovely, as always.”

      “Thanks.”

      He was a nice enough guy, if a little oblivious. He’d moved to the area the previous year, and his favorite thing in the world was Doctor Who, a show Elizabeth enjoyed as well; she’d once made the mistake of wearing a tee with the famous “wibbly wobbly, timey wimey stuff” quote from the episode “Blink.”

      He’d been convinced they were soulmates ever since.

      He was about to speak again when a strangely morphed, zapping sound filled the air. The sound became louder when Colin pulled his phone from his pocket, and Lizzy recognized the ring tone as the sound of the Doctor’s sonic screwdriver.

      “Pardon me, I have to take this,” he apologized, and hurried off.

      “Saved by the sonic,” Lizzy muttered.

      “Lizzy,” Jane admonished. “Be nice.”

      “I was nice. I said hello, and I didn’t tell him to buzz off.”

      Jane only shook her head, and they walked off to head to their first classes.

      At lunch they met at their favorite spot in the courtyard, a picnic table under one of the trees. It was in a corner, mostly away from the other tables, and perfectly shaded by the tree. The only thing not in its favor, at least, for Lizzy, was its view of the fountain on the other side.

      The table by the fountain was where the Brat Pack sat.

      So dubbed by Lizzy because they reminded her of the “cool kids” from 80s movies, this particular group made up of some of the most popular people in school really were a pack of brats. Wealthy and spoiled, Lizzy considered them the epitome of the popular, pampered rich kid cliché.

      The worst of them all was Caroline Bingley, head cheerleader and first-rate snob who considered herself to be a queen, and demanded everyone treat her as such. Her lackeys, Anne and Louisa, were also cheerleaders, and were always glued to Caroline’s side.

      Then there were the guys. All on the Wolves’ football team, of course.

      Ricky Fitzwilliam, the self-proclaimed ladies’ man, was more bark than bite, his bark being an overabundance of teasing. Unfortunately for his romantic aspirations, his teasing fell short of the shameless flirtation mark, and came across as either smug or mocking.

      Caroline’s twin brother, Charlie, was a surprisingly nice guy, who always had a smile for everyone. Lizzy had often caught him staring at Jane, like he was now; but he’d never asked her out, and neither did he stand up against his sister or his friends.

      And then there was Darcy.

      Will Darcy: Scion of one of the wealthiest business owners in the area, star quarterback, and notoriously rude. He was, objectively, one of the hottest guys in school, with his perfectly mussed dark hair, piercing green eyes, and rockstar face. But he usually ruined his brooding image the moment he opened his stupid mouth.

      In all her years, Lizzy had never met someone as arrogant as Will Darcy. And yet, he was also an enigma; someone as hot and popular as him could have his choice of any girl, and yet he refused to date anyone.

      She’d heard of a few hook ups of his, but on the whole he made it clear he wasn’t interested in getting attached to anyone at Netherfield High.

      Much to Caroline Bingley’s dismay. She liked to think of Will as hers, and was constantly fawning over him, but he mostly ignored her, which was often amusing to watch.

      Unfortunately, Lizzy didn’t realize she’d been staring at their table, or that Jane had been staring back at Charlie; Louisa noticed, and scrunched up her nose, gesturing to her and Jane with her hands as she spoke to her friends.

      Caroline turned and gave them an I’m-better-than-you smile. “Why don’t you take a picture, freaks?”

      “Hey, Coffee Girl?” Ricky called. “Could I get a pumpkin spice latte?”

      The remark got some giggles from the group, except Charlie, who shook his head, and Will, who neither smiled nor acknowledged Lizzy and Jane, just kept scrolling through his phone.

      Lizzy only rolled her eyes and took a bite of her apple. “They always think everything is about them, don’t they? That they’re just so cool.”

      “I don’t know,” Jane said, sighing a little. “I don’t think they’re all so bad.”

      Lizzy knew without looking that Jane was talking about Charlie. She’d had a crush on him for years, but was content to admire him from afar.

      “Whatever you say.”

      As if to prove Lizzy’s point, Caroline continued, “Where’d you get that grody blazer, Eliza? A thrift store?”

      She and her friends chuckled again, but Lizzy raised a brow. “As a matter of fact, I did. And aside from the fact thrifting is fun, affordable, and good for the environment, I happen to think a Ralph Lauren jacket for ten bucks is a pretty good deal.”

      Caroline’s smile turned brittle, and her friends’ laughter immediately cut off. Lizzy wasn’t sure if it was because Caroline had inadvertently insulted a designer’s taste, or because her barb hadn’t landed, but either way, the angry confusion on her face was amusing.

      “Whatever,” Caroline finally said, turning back to her group.

      On the table, Lizzy’s phone buzzed, and when she saw who the message was from, her smile bloomed.

      “Let me guess,” Jane smirked. “The secret admirer.”

      “He’s not an admirer,” Lizzy protested. “He’s a pen pal.”

      “Whatever you say,” Jane mimicked, and bit into a Flaming Hot Cheeto—their personal favorite snack.

      Lizzy stuck out her tongue at her friend, stole one of Jane’s Cheetos, then applied herself to responding to Closet Poet’s text.

      @TheClosetPoet. was the handle of his Instagram account, where he anonymously posted both his favorite poems by other writers, and his own beautiful poetry. He’d discovered her own anonymous account, @TheLitFairy, DM’d her to tell her how much he’d liked one of the book quotes she’d posted, and they’d struck up a friendship.

      Eventually they exchanged numbers, and often spent the evening hours chatting away about books, life, their struggles.

      Everything.

      Recently, though, he’d started texting her during school hours, especially the lunch hour. Although both their profiles indicated their pronouns and that they were from the Los Angeles area, and they’d established their ages after a few weeks of messaging so as not to make the friendship weird, it had taken them longer to establish where they went to school.

      It simply hadn’t been on their radar, but during an instance when they realized they were talking about the same teacher, they’d been ecstatic to learn they went to the same high school. (The teacher in question was Mr. Rothman, a biology teacher known by the students as Moth Man for his insect obsession.)

      Smiling at the recollection, Lizzy checked her texts.

      
        
          
            
              
        Closet Poet

      

      
        How are you today?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Oh, you know. Rolling my eyes at the antics of ‘the beautiful people.’ [image: face with rolling eyes]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Careful. You’re going to make yourself dizzy with all the eye-rolling you do.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lol. Old habits die hard.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I wish I could hear your laugh.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her heart fluttered a little at this admission.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maybe you have. Maybe we’ve met.

      

      

      

      

      

      As she sent the text, the bell sounded. “Crap,” she muttered, hurrying to gather her things. She gathered her bag and rose, tossed her trash. When she turned to join Jane, Will bumped into her on his way into the building, nearly knocking her over.

      “Sorry,” he mumbled, his eyes glued to his phone, and kept walking.

      Jerkwad, Lizzy thought. At least she knew Closet Poet would never be so inattentive.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Maybe we’ve met.

      Those three words had been stuck in Will’s head all day.

      Of course, the idea he might know Lit Fairy had crossed his mind before—many times since they’d discovered they went to the same school. But for some reason, her voicing the idea was a bit of a revelation. Their school had a few thousand students, but all of a sudden the possibility he may have encountered her before was hitting home.

      He’d spent the past couple classes unconsciously looking for her, glancing around at all the faces of his classmates, or absently scanning the crowded halls. He didn’t even realize he was doing it until his last class of the day, AP Lit, when Elizabeth Bennet plopped down in her assigned seat next to him, and he automatically trailed his eyes over her face as if searching for a clue. He’d never noticed she had such long lashes before, or a handful of pale freckles dotting her cheeks.

      He’d always thought she had an interesting face, but really looking at her now, he realized she was actually pretty cute.

      “See something you dislike?” she grumbled.

      “What?”

      “You’re scowling at me.” She turned and looked him right in the eye, and the vibrant blue—almost violet—of her irises struck him. “Staring at me like my face offends you.”

      He blinked, unsure he’d heard her correctly. “What?”

      She laughed, the sound hollow and humorless, before looking away, shaking her head. She’d pulled out her notebook and a pen, set them on her desk by the time he’d straightened his thoughts. He leaned toward her a little.

      “I didn’t realize I was staring at you,” he murmured. “But I promise it wasn’t to criticize. My mind was just wandering.”

      “Your distinct Darcy frown says otherwise.”

      “Ha.” He could feel his lips twitching. “You can ignore that. It’s just my thinking face.”

      She looked at him now, her brows lifting in exaggerated surprise. “And here I was thinking you were generally displeased by everything. But it turns out you just have resting grump face. Silly me.”

      He froze, the smile that had been forming slowly turning on itself; he opened his mouth, but was saved from a reply when the teacher rose to begin class. As he turned to face the board, he rubbed at his chest, where it burned a little.

      Because the thing was, he was generally displeased. Not by everything, exactly, but by his life. His circumstances.

      Elizabeth Bennet was perceptive, and she’d hit the mark, but even she likely had no idea just how true her statement had been.

      He’d vented his frustrations and resentment to no one but Lit Fairy—not even Charlie, his best friend, knew. How pressured he felt—by the student body, by his friends, and especially his dad—to fit into the role assigned to him.

      The school expected him to be the popular football player, date the popular cheerleader, and stick to the “status quo.” His dad wanted him to go to Stanford on a football scholarship, study accounting, then come home and eventually take over the family accounting firm.

      But he wasn’t interested in any of that. He liked football well enough, but he wasn’t interested in playing it beyond high school. And he hated math. He wanted to be a writer. The positive response he’d gotten to his original poems he’d posted on his Closet Poet account had only convinced him more that he needed to write.

      Caroline Bingley had been insisting the two of them would be perfect together for the last few years, but he’d always found her to be a source of irritation, and it felt like she didn’t really like him so much as what he represented. He only tolerated her because she was his best friend’s sister.

      She’d been hinting incessantly he should ask her to the homecoming masquerade, something he would never do, though he was pretty sure she was telling anyone who would listen that he would; she even had their costumes picked out. He might consider it a favor to his friend to dance with her at the dance, but he’d never ask her to be his date—that would give her the wrong idea. Besides, who he really wanted to ask was Lit Fairy.

      It grated to feel like he had no say in his own life.

      But it helped to know Lit Fairy felt similarly about her own life—he knew her parents had died some years ago, and she’d mentioned her demanding stepmom and spoiled stepsisters. Always running around doing errands for them, catering to their whims.

      He hoped talking to him gave her some relief.

      He decided to ask her if that was the case when he texted her later that evening.

      
        
          
            
              
        Lit Fairy

      

      
        What do you mean?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I know it’s out of the blue, I was just thinking today about how we both feel the lack of control over our lives. I always feel better when I talk to you, and I wondered if you felt the same.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her response came quickly.

      
        
          
            
              
        In that case, yes, you do bring me relief.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’m glad. You’re the only one I feel like myself around. I don’t have to wear a mask with you.

      

      

      

      

      

      This time her response didn’t come for nearly a minute, but finally she said:

      
        
          
            
              
        I know exactly how that feels.

      

      

      

      

      

      A thought struck him then, as he recalled the suggestion they’d met without realizing it, and his wishing he could just ask her to the dance. Inspired, he wrote:

      
        
          
            
              
        A mask wears many faces

      

      

      

      
        
          
        our eyes fail to recognize

      

      

      

      
        
          
        but the discerning heart can see

      

      

      

      
        
          
        through any sort of disguise.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        [image: slightly smiling face] Did you just write that? What brought this on?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I want to meet you, ironically while wearing a mask—at the homecoming masquerade.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Do you think that’s a good idea? What if the magic of this is in the mystery?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I do. The best part of a mystery is solving it. I want to meet you.

      

      

      

      

      

      He waited nearly five minutes before her reply finally came, and he held his breath as he opened the message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Then I’m in.

      

      

      

      

      

      He released the breath and smiled, considering. The dance was from seven to ten, but it would probably be complicated to try to meet up right away.

      
        
          
            
              
        I have it on good authority there will be a disco ball above the dance floor. Meet me under it at 9 p.m.?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I’ll see you there.

      

      

      

      

      

      Grinning like an idiot, he left her with one last message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can’t wait.
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      In a daze, Lizzy pocketed her phone. Closet Poet had just asked to meet her in person.

      And she’d agreed.

      Granted, the whole point of a masquerade was to hide your identity with a mask, but meeting in person would undoubtedly make everything more…real.

      Did she want it to be real?

      Though she’d never named names, or mentioned her job, Closet Poet knew about her dad’s death and her dysfunctional stepfamily. But was it courting disaster for him to witness her servitude in action? She’d make sure he and Frances or the twins never met, of course; she couldn’t imagine Frances would want her dating anyone, so it would have to be a secret
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