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Chapter 1 
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“I really think you should reconsider your decision.” Charley Hollings stared at her bestie across the table. Brew Time was especially noisy this Saturday morning, but it had been a while since Charley and Molly had met for coffee, and the café was their favorite one in Rumford. Theirs and everyone else’s.

Molly Richards smiled and took a sip from the heavy ceramic mug. “Blind dates and I are not a good mix.”

“Nobody is a good mix with blind dates, but it’s National Blind Date Day next Saturday, and I bet I can still find someone for you who might be close to a good match.” When Molly gave her a familiar look, Charley said, “Fine. We both know that’s not even close to the truth, but since I’m stuck going on a date with someone I’ll probably have nothing in common with, it’s kind of your duty to suffer along with me. I don’t know anyone who would be a good match for you, but Daisy probably knows someone. She found someone for me, didn’t she?” She picked up her phone to check the screen, hoping to see a text she had somehow missed. “She’s supposed to be sending me the details, and I wish she’d hurry up.”

“Your big night isn’t until next weekend, so don’t be surprised if you don’t hear from her until Friday.” Molly grinned. “I’m kind of tempted to go to the same place you’re going so I can be an observer.”

Charley eyed her best-friend-since-seventh-grade, and even though they invariably told each other everything, she didn’t like the idea of Molly spying on her. She knew she’d be unable to stop herself from looking at Molly, then she’d start to laugh, and even if the guy she was with was nice, he wouldn’t appreciate her laughing her way through their date. “I’m not telling you where it’s going to be unless you agree to go on a blind date of your own.”

“Now you’re being mean.”

“Take it or leave it. That’s my final offer.” Charley knew Molly wouldn’t cave. They had both suffered through some amazingly dreadful blind dates, and she could see in Molly’s eyes there would be no blind date for her next Saturday. “You’ll hear all about it. I promise. Probably more than you’d ever want to hear.”

“I know. But I’d really like to see the guy, too. Maybe you could take a picture of him when he isn’t looking.”

“Somehow, I don’t think there’s much chance of that happening.”

“What are you wearing on this special date?” Molly asked.

“I’m hoping to find a dress when we leave here.” Taking the last sip of her coffee, she checked her phone for the time. “The mall is open, so whenever you’re ready ...”

“But no rush, right?”

“Maybe we can both get dresses. Just in case you change your mind. You can always wear it to work, too.” Except she knew Molly never wore dresses to Page Turner, since she sometimes had to climb the ladder to reach books on the top shelves, meaning she needed to be in pants. Or capris, now that it was June, and the weather had finally warmed up.

“I can always use a new dress.” Wiping her mouth with a napkin, Molly said, “I’m ready when you are.”
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“WHAT’S IN IT FOR ME?” Harley McHugh asked as he stared out the kitchen window at the backyard, his phone on the counter as he cleaned up the breakfast dishes.

“I’ll spring for dinner sometime,” Ryan Kennett said.

“Why aren’t you going out with her if she’s so great?”

“I don’t think she’s right for me.”

“Then why do you think she’s right for me?” Harley loaded dishes into the dishwasher.

“Just a gut feeling. My buddy knows two girls, so you can have the blonde and I’ll take the redhead.”

“What if I want the redhead?”

“Already claimed her,” Ryan said. “You get the blonde.”

“Why didn’t you just tell this buddy of yours you didn’t want to meet either of them? And if you’re so determined to meet the redhead, why don’t you tell your buddy he can have the blonde?”

“The girls are cousins of his.”

“Ah. Thanks anyway, but I’m going to pass,” Harley said.

“No can do, Harl. I already said you’d meet her for a drink. How about we grab dinner on Sunday? Unless you two hit it off and you decide to take her out on Sunday. Then I’ll owe it to you.”

Harley shook his head. “You’re going to owe me more than a lousy meal for this.”

“Come on. It’s National Blind Date Day on Saturday. You’ll be part of the big picture. It’s an event of historic proportions.”

“Sure, it is.” Harley had zero interest in getting sucked into going on another blind date, but Ryan had come through for him more times than he could remember, and Harley knew he’d continue to do so. And he didn’t have any plans for the weekend. “I’ll do it on one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“You owe me in addition to the one dinner. I don’t know what it’s going to be or when it’ll happen, but when I ask you, you have to do whatever it is. Maybe you need time to think about that before you decide, but let me know. Now it’s time to mow the lawn.”

“I accept your challenge.”

“It’s not a challenge. You either owe me or it’s a no go.”

“Then I owe you.”

Harley grinned. He didn’t have anything particular in mind, but the opportunity would come. Even if the date with the blonde worked out and the two of them ended up with a happily ever after, Ryan would still owe him.

Harley had always been partial to brunettes, but after all the brunettes he’d dated, he still hadn’t yet made that vital connection. Maybe it was time to shake things up a little, and see if dating a blonde made any difference.
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It had been a crazy week, but it was Friday at last, and Charley had just finished cataloguing the new books in the Rumford Public Library’s database, and it occurred to her she still hadn’t heard from Daisy about her date for the following night. Since it was Daisy’s day off, she couldn’t track her down on the floor to ask. As soon as her day ended and she was walking to her car, she sent a text. “Do you have details about my blind date?”

Starting her Honda, she headed for home, part of her hoping Daisy had failed to set up the date. The girl was an absolute sweetheart, but she’d never win awards for her organizational skills. And missing out on the questionable excitement of participating in the National Blind Date Day celebration would be more of a relief than anything. 

So what if she hadn’t been on a date in almost a year? She enjoyed her job at the library, she had friends she enjoyed hanging out with, and summer, according to the calendar and the reality, was almost upon them. Summer meant trips to the beach and fun all over the place. 

When a text from Daisy was announced through her speakers, she closed her windows so she wouldn’t miss a word of it. 

“Six at the roadhouse and his name is Harper, I think. Have fun.”

The “Harper, I think” part was concerning, but she doubted if questioning Daisy further would bring any clarification. Daisy was ... Well, Daisy was Daisy. 

Once Charley pulled into her parking space at her condo, she decided to take a shot, and she tapped her phone. “Hair color? Shirt color? Anything to identify him?” She was in her living room before she received a response.

“Sorry! Nothing else. Have fun!”

“Thanks, Daisy.” She wished Molly had the night off from the bookstore so they could go out for dinner and talk more about the possibilities for the big date. 
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“THIS IS A NICE SURPRISE,” Molly said when Charley walked into Page Turner.

“Hi. How’s everything in the paid book business?”

“Great. And how’s everything in the free book business?”

“Also great.” Charley glanced around, making sure there were no shoppers in the vicinity. “I’m meeting my date at six tomorrow. Daisy thinks his name is Harper. She had no other info on him, which is giving me all kinds of confidence I’ll be able to spot him instantly.”

Molly laughed. “I’m sorry, but we all know how Daisy is. What are you going to do? Hold up a sign with his name on it, and hope you get a taker? Where are you meeting Maybe-Harper?”

Charley shook her head. “That’s confidential.”

“Daisy did tell you where, didn’t she?”

“Amazingly enough, she did have that much info. And tomorrow after it all falls apart, I’ll tell you.”

“Don’t be so sure it will fall apart. He could be the one. Even if his name isn’t Harper.”
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HARLEY ARRIVED AT THE Roadhouse early on Saturday night, hoping to get a table with the best view of the front door, but he realized as soon as he stepped inside everyone else seemed to have had the same idea. The table he was led to wasn’t bad, but having told the hostess he was waiting for someone, then seeing a change in staffing at the hostess station, he didn’t have high hopes he’d get any help from that quarter.

So he’d watch for a blonde. How many lone blondes would come strolling in there tonight, eyes searching the tables? Maybe he should have brought a sign bearing her name. 

With every minute that passed, the difficulty level of Ryan’s payback increased, and Harley decided this was it for blind dates for him. He didn’t care what kind of national day it was.

His eyes on the door, he saw a brunette come in, then another, both pretty women, but he wasn’t looking for a brunette tonight. Taking a drink of the ice water his server had brought, he continued his hunt, and when a long-haired and long-legged blonde in a blue dress walked in alone, he sat at attention and stared at her. She spoke to the hostess, not the same one he had spoken to, then her eyes scanned the restaurant, seeming to miss him.

Charley groaned, but only inwardly. This was even worse than she had feared. The restaurant was slammed and the conversation and laughter were impressively loud. How in the name of bad decisions was she supposed to find Maybe-Harper? 

Look for a man alone, that was how.

She had nothing else to go on, and she really wished she had gotten something from Daisy. Hair, eyes, shirt, facial features? A freckle on his right shoulder?

She made eye contact with a lone man already seated at a table, and his eyes stayed on hers, his gaze intent. Could he be the one? Brown hair, really handsome, even facial features ... She’d really like him to be the one, but she knew how those kinds of wishes typically went. Telling the hostess she was going in, she aimed for his table, then she heard a burst of voices singing “Happy Birthday”, only tables away from her target. Swell.

Reaching the man, who was now standing, she raised her voice against the cacophony nearby. “I’m Charley. Are you Harper?”

Harley saw the blonde’s lips move, but with the sing-along happening beside them, he couldn’t make out much of what she said, but he was sure he’d heard his name. Worked for him, and he gestured to the seat opposite his, watching the blonde smile at him before sitting. She was not only beautiful, but she seemed to appreciate the singers as little as he did. Once the song and ensuing applause had wrapped and the chorus moved away from the table, he asked, “Is this your first National Blind Date Day?”

Charley was going to have to send Daisy flowers or something really nice for setting her up. The guy was gorgeous, and he seemed nice so far. “It is, yes. I’ve honestly been regretting being set up. Until about ten seconds ago, actually.”

He grinned. “I’ll try to make it worth your while to have to be here. You were pressured into it by a ‘friend’?”

“How did you guess? And she wasn’t even sure what your name is. Is it Harper?”

“Close. Harley.”

Harley and Charley ... She would hold her laughter until she was with Molly. “It’s very nice to meet you, Harley. And excuse me if this offends you, but why on Earth are you not already attached? Look at you.”

He shrugged. “Maybe I don’t get along with others.” But he was going to do his damnedest to get along with this beauty.

Studying his face, she said, “That may be true. Could you give me an example? Do you litter? Do you tailgate other cars? Do you run red lights? And the big one, do you fail to return library books on time?”

He laughed. “None of the above. How about you? What are you doing here?”

Charley could make up something she hoped he would find witty, but why not be honest? “It’s been a long time since I’ve been on a date, and I wanted to see if I still remembered how.”

He really liked her smile. “You don’t run red lights, do you?”

“I do not. My car does attract the occasional loud blaring of horns, though. Maybe because I like to follow rules of the road, and stop signs, and things like that. Or maybe everyone is just saying hello.” 

“Has to be that. Who wouldn’t want to say hello to you?” Harley liked this woman, and Ryan’s payback now seemed much less important. Maybe by the end of the night, it wouldn’t matter at all. When he sensed someone standing beside his chair, he resented the server’s timing, but when he looked up, he saw it wasn’t the server, it was another blonde, this one wearing an impressive frown.

“Is your name Harley?” the blonde asked, her voice raised, eyebrows lowered.

“Yes.” He couldn’t for the life of him remember ever seeing this woman, and he wondered how she knew him.

“I’m Sloan.” 

As Charley stared at Sloan, who was gorgeous, standing very close to Harley, and clearly quite irritated, she felt her spirits plummet. Maybe Harley wasn’t as single as he’d purported to be.

“You’re Sloan?” Harley asked, then he looked across the table. “You’re not Sloan?”

“No. I’m Charley, and I was supposed to meet someone with a name like ...” Taking in Harley’s confusion and Sloan’s irritation, she jumped out of her chair. “Never mind. I’m sorry for the mix-up. I hope you have a nice time.” Dear heavens ... She scurried for the exit, not sure if she should grind her teeth, laugh, or curse Daisy. Reaching her car, she pulled out her phone.

“Hi, Charley,” Daisy said, answering after only one ring. “Did you meet Harper? Is he perfect for you?”

“Daisy, what restaurant did you say I was supposed to go to?”

“The Roadhouse. You know, the one with the big cow out front?”

Charley closed her eyes. “That’s the Western Roadhouse.” And it was a steer, not a cow, but did that really matter right now?

“The Western Roadhouse? Darn it. I always get those two restaurants mixed up. But, Charley, it’s after six. You’d better get inside before Harper leaves. I hope he doesn’t think you’re not going to show up, or my friend, Ava, is going to be so mad at me.”

“I’ll do the best I can. Bye, Daisy.” Charley shook her head and started her car, absolutely certain the best part of her night was already over. 

Of her night? 

Possibly of her last year.
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Harley watched Charley disappear through the front door while Sloan took the recently vacated seat across from him, then he met her eyes, wondering what the hell just happened.

“That was a terrible way to begin a date,” Sloan said. “I thought you were cheating on me before you even met me.”

Had she been smiling, Harley would have interpreted her comments very differently. “Just sitting here, celebrating National Blind Date Day.” With the date he wished were still with him.

When the server appeared, Sloan said, “You need to take this set up away and bring me a clean one. And I want a glass of water with half a glass of ice cubes on the side.”

Harley couldn’t help but compare Sloan with Charley, and every way he looked at it, he’d lost out. Since his night had gone south, he hoped Ryan’s redhead had a personality to match Sloan’s. He was never going to make it through dinner with this woman without saying something he shouldn’t, even if it was the truth as he saw it, meaning he’d better stay away from adult beverages. “So where do you work, Sloan?” 

“I am the principal buyer for Wyman Jewelers.”

And proud of it, apparently. He eyed her necklace, bracelets, and rings. Diamonds everywhere he looked. “You enjoy the work?”

“Of course. Being able to share my taste with the Wyman clients is very fulfilling. What is it that you do?”

“I’m at Brewer Electronics.”

“As CEO?”

He smiled. “No.”

“President, then?”

“I’m in IT.” She didn’t appear to like his answer. Hoping to push another of her buttons because she was making it so easy, he added, “Information Technology.”

“You fix computers, then.” Sloan looked around the restaurant, then glared at her watch. “Where is my water? The service here is horribly slow.” 

“Is there somewhere else you need to be? I don’t want to hold you up.” 

Sloan stared at him. “We both know this isn’t going to work. You were sitting here with that other woman, you’re not my type, and my time is too valuable to waste.” Standing, she said, “I wish I could say it’s been a pleasure.”

Harley lowered himself to his seat again and saw the server, who was approaching with a setup and the glass of water. And the specified half a glass of ice. Handing the woman a tip for the glasses of water and the waste of her time, he headed out, wondering if Charley had met up with Harper. That lucky devil.
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CHARLEY STOOD IN THE line by the hostess station at the Western Roadhouse, glancing around at the tables she could see, hoping to locate a single man, one probably looking irritated because he’d been kept waiting, but from her vantage point, she couldn’t see any possibilities. 

Maybe because it was twenty past six, and she could hardly blame Harper for not waiting. If that was even his name. She probably wouldn’t have waited twenty minutes for a blind date, either. When it was her turn at the station, she asked the hostess if she knew of a man who might be waiting for someone, but the woman apologized and said she didn’t.

That was it, then. Charley thanked her, decided it would be ridiculous to prowl through the restaurant looking for a man she wouldn’t even recognize who had a name she wasn’t even sure about. As she walked to her car, she wondered how Harley and Sloan were doing. At least they had been able to find each other. Tapping her phone, she listened to the rings.

“Charley, I didn’t expect to hear from you this early. How did it go with Maybe-Harper?” Molly asked.

“Second of all, Daisy told me the date was at the Roadhouse, when she should have said the Western Roadhouse.”

“Oh, no. Second of all? What was first of all?”

“That was me meeting a nice guy, Harley, at the Roadhouse.”

Molly laughed. “Harley? Harley and Charley? That’s perfect.”

“Yes, well, not so much. We were talking away, having a nice time, then his real date showed up.”

“His real date?”

“Sloan. Yeah, Sloan wasn’t very happy to see me sitting with Harley, and I got out of there and called Daisy, who told me I was supposed to go to the roadhouse with the cow out front.”

“It’s a steer.”

“Yes, you and I know that, but Daisy ... Anyway, I headed for the Western Roadhouse, which was even more packed than the Roadhouse had been, and I looked around a little, but I was twenty minutes late and I wasn’t even sure what the guy’s name was, so I left, and now I’m asking you if you’ve had dinner yet because I’m starved and also disappointed Harley wasn’t my real date.”

“Where should we go? The Roadhouse, so we can spy on Sloan and Harley?”

“Ha ha. We can go to any restaurant that doesn’t have the word ‘roadhouse’ in its name.”

“How about Ming Garden?”

“Perfect.”

“I’ll see you there in about fifteen minutes,” Molly said. “Maybe we’ll see people on blind dates there. This could be really interesting.”

“I don’t need interesting. I just need dinner while I remind myself I will never, ever go on another blind date again.”

––––––––
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HARLEY SWUNG BY RYAN’S complex on his way home, unsurprised when Ryan’s Mustang wasn’t parked in its usual space in front of the condo. 

His next stop was a drive thru, the burger a poor substitute for the steak he had planned to have at the Roadhouse, but at least he could enjoy it in his own company. He thought about Sloan, unsurprised she’d found either him, his occupation, or the Roadhouse lacking. He wondered how Ryan was doing, and
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