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      Beautiful girls are not hard to find at Columbia River University.

      The coeds on campus are great to look at but I was over that scene after graduation three years ago.

      These days, outside of being part of the largest civil engineering job on campus, all I’m searching for is a decent meal and some peace and quiet. It’s why I’m happy to have found what I consider a hidden gem in the diner I frequent.

      All I need to do is finish this job and move on to the next by year's end.

      Should be easy enough. Only when Vanessa walks up with a sexy smile and a mouth full of sass, she does more than take my order. She completely takes my breath away.

      Next thing I know, I’m here every morning, making every excuse to dine with this intriguing woman. Not only is she smart and sexy, but she’s laser focused on reaching the goals she’s set for herself. 

      The more I get to know her, the more I’m convinced she's the one. I just have to find a way to get her to deviate from her perfectly laid plans and take a chance on me.
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      Knowing I have time before my first meeting, I pop into the diner to grab some breakfast. I’ve become a regular here over the past month or so, since taking the job as the site engineer for Columbia River University’s newest housing project. At first, I had chosen this place for its convenience, but the amazing food and friendly waitress has me coming back for more each week.

      Taking my usual spot at the counter so I can leave the booths for other patrons, I reach for the menu and stop as my phone buzzes with an incoming text.

      
        
        Mal: Meeting got changed to 9 to meet with CRU.

      

      

      Well, that just freed up my morning as it’s only a little after six now. Sure, I’ve got plenty to do but knowing I’m no longer on a time constriction, I relax further into my seat and quickly tap out a response to thank her. Then I flag down the waitress rushing by to signal for a cup of coffee.

      “Coming right up.” She places her last order then grabs a cup for me. As she sets it in front of me, she offers, “If you’re in a rush, I’ll put in an order for your usual.”

      Already knowing the menu, I don’t bother to pick it up. “My meeting was just cancelled, so let’s change it up. I’ll order a stack of pancakes with a side of bacon.”

      “Ohh… living dangerously.” Her hazel eyes dance, and her bright smile has my heart picking up the pace. “Are you sure you can handle it?”

      “I think I can manage,” I say, patting my belly. “I might be getting soft in my old age… but I’m still able to pack it away, trust me.”

      Is it bad that I absolutely love the way she blatantly checks me out?

      As her eyes peruse me, I take this moment to do the same to her. Her dark-blond hair is pulled into a long ponytail, and it swishes behind her back as her brows furrow, and her perfectly pink lips purse, taking her new task seriously. Damn, she’s breathtaking. Sure, I’m only a few years older, but I don’t think at twenty-six, I’d be considered an old man by any means, but I’ll take this scrutiny any day if it means I have her full attention.

      “Uh… I’d hardly say you’re old.”

      “Well, I feel old in this town, now that I’m around college students again,” I admit.

      Raising a perfectly sculpted eyebrow, Vanessa, as I learned from my first trip into the diner, punches a hip with her fist. “And just how long ago did you graduate, old man?”

      Yep. It’s conversations like this that have me coming back each morning. She never fails to entertain. Even with her face free of makeup, she’s devastatingly gorgeous. But the thing is, from what little I’ve gotten to know about her, I’m not so sure she even knows.

      But as those glorious hazel eyes continue to stare at me, I’m not able to contemplate this further. “Oh, just three years ago, but I didn’t graduate from here. I went to the University of Washington.”

      “Oh… well, since you’re such an old man, maybe I should get you the senior menu instead next time you come in.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” I tease in return. “I’m not ready for the early bird specials or anything like that. But as I’m typically at work by seven, I do have an early bedtime these days… you know… adulting and all.”

      “Yeah, adulting and all… I’m here before six every morning as you know, so I hardly stay up late myself. But I’ll admit I’m still a spring chicken compared to the likes of you. I get to attend classes so I can still work on that pesky degree so I can be a nurse when I grow up.”

      A nurse, that’s interesting. She’s never divulged much personal information, so I’ll take what I can get.

      Unfortunately, another customer comes in and grabs her attention, so I’m left to my own devices for the time being. She smiles apologetically, and I nod in understanding. She has a job to do, and I won’t get in her way. I watch her quickly grab two menus and greet the other customers without missing a beat. Her genuine kindness for people will take her far in nursing.

      Instead of staring at her like a fool, I distract myself by taking a drink from my coffee. Lifting the mug to my lips, I distinctly remember my first encounter with Vanessa.

      I’d stopped in the diner that first week I’d come to town. I’d willingly moved when my company offered me a promotion. As a civil engineer, I’d taken the lead on this project and became the onsite engineer for the entire project. I had nothing tying me down and saw this as the opportunity of a lifetime.

      I’d heard from my personal assistant Malorie, or as she prefers to be called Mal, that this diner was the best in town. Apparently, the college students usually stick to their side of town, near campus. The place was busy with their early morning rush, and I literally took one of the last places at the counter.

      I remember watching in awe as this woman carefully stacked more plates than I thought anyone could hold onto her arm and carried it to a party of five patrons, without missing a beat. I watched her greet each guest with a smile on her face and made them feel as if they were home or a part of her family. When I was lucky enough to have her wait on me, her dazzling smile and beautiful hazel eyes lured me in from her simple words. “Hi! I’m Vanessa. Are you new in town? I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before.”

      Of course I told her my name, and she handed me a menu before excusing herself to give me time to look it over. But as she walked away, I couldn’t help but watch and notice her every move. She was busy that morning, so we didn’t get much of a chance to talk. She waited on me like any other patron, and I left eager to be on my way to work. But as I look back on the last few weeks, I’d be lying if I didn’t say she’s a reason I’ve quickly become a regular.

      No. I’m not a pervert or a creepy stalker. There’s just something about Vanessa that’s intriguing. She’s wise beyond her years, yet is completely unaware of the attention she draws from the male customers in particular. Every once in a while, our eyes meet and linger a bit longer than usual, but then she shakes it off or is distracted with something, and I’m left wondering if it’s all in my head.

      “Everything okay, Damien?” Vanessa’s sexy voice brings me out of my thoughts as she sets my pancakes and bacon in front of me.

      “Uh… sure.” I shake my head to regain my thoughts. But my eyes linger on hers longer than necessary as I wonder if I’m the only one affected in this situation.

      “Need more coffee?” she offers, holding up the carafe as she awaits my answer.

      What the hell is wrong with me? She’s young, probably has a boyfriend, and is likely having the time of her life in college. There’s no way she’d be interested in the likes of me. Besides, I’ve got the biggest project of my career to focus on and don’t need any distractions.

      Fuck. She said something. What is it?

      Noticing the carafe in her hands, I nod. “Sure, I’d love some more.”

      She tops off my mug, and I’m blessed with another heart-stopping smile. “What’s on the agenda for conquering the world today?”

      Somehow, she’s managed to get me to talk more about myself than she’ll ever divulge about hers. She knows I’ve moved to town to work on the new housing project for CRU but not a lot of the specifics. When it’s been slower, I’ve even talked with a few other older patrons who are regulars; the old men seem to be busy bodies and like to know what’s brought a stranger like me into the diner on such a regular basis.

      I’m young. I’d rather not cook if I’m only cooking for me, and the food here is great. The fact that I enjoy the company of the beautiful woman before me, well… I’ve kept that part to myself.

      Trying not to sound too cocky, I shrug my shoulders and respond to Vanessa’s question. “Well… you know… making sure everything runs smoothly and no major hiccups is considered a win.”

      Rolling her eyes, she swats with her free hand at the air between us. “Oh, I’m sure you’ll do much more than that. I happened to drive by that site, and it’s quite the undertaking your company’s doing. It’ll be great to see affordable student housing help families in the future.”

      “It sure is. I just hope we can keep meeting our deadlines and complete it under budget. So far so good. But I don’t want to jinx anything,” I tease as I knock on the wood counter.

      “I’m sure you’ll do just fine.” She reaches out and pats my shoulder across the counter as if she’s done it a million times. Electricity zings through my spine, and I try like hell not to show my reaction to her. Holy shit, what is she doing to me? I’m not some preteen experiencing his first crush.

      Not being able to find words to exit my mouth, I just nod in agreement as I stare into her eyes. Damn. They’ve got flecks of gold and a darker ring around the exterior. I’ve never noticed that before.

      “Van, your order’s up,” someone calls from the kitchen, and we both break whatever spell she’s cast on me in that instant.

      Impishly, she grins. “I’d better get back to work. Let me know if you need anything.”

      As I finish my meal, I force my eyes not to follow her as she works. It’s damn hard, but somehow, I manage with only a few glances when she’s directly in front of me.

      When a couple in a booth to my left make Vanessa laugh, I can’t help but turn to appreciate the sound. In the short time I’ve known her, I’ve seen her laugh a handful of times, but this is a genuine, almost doubled-over laugh. Whatever was said must be something because as I look closer, I see unshed tears about to roll down her cheek.

      What could they have said to get a reaction like that?

      I recognize the couple Vanessa’s talking with as the ones that got engaged the morning of the championship game. I’d come in wanting to beat the crowd for the morning rush and got something my sister would write in one of her books. The dude planned his proposal to perfection and clearly, she didn’t see it coming.

      Don’t get me wrong. I think it’s fantastic for someone to proclaim their love publicly. But I’m not so sure I’d want to draw so much attention to myself.

      My sister Dani would flip her shit to see something of that epic proportion go down like it did. Being a romance writer, she’d likely pull out her nearest notebook and jot it all down so she could use it in a book. But I’m not so sure I’d want to draw so much attention to myself.

      I watch as Vanessa swipes a finger under each eye as she shakes her head and says something I can’t quite catch. Then she bats the air as if she wants the guy to stop saying what he’s saying, so she can catch her breath, but she continues to laugh as he explains.

      When another customer draws her attention, she excuses herself to move on to help them. I hear the girl call out, “Go. We can catch up later. Tell Syd we’ll meet at eight.” Then she looks to the guy in the booth beside her and giggles some more.

      Vanessa nods in agreement but soon gets busy with the customer and their needs. She briskly walks past me, but I catch her smile in my direction as she says, “Be right with you.” Within a minute, she returns with a container of powdered sugar, and I’m blessed with another brilliant smile as she makes her delivery.

      When she returns, I’m mid-bite.

      “Need anything else, Damien?”

      The way she says my name sends a shiver up my spine.

      “Uh…” Stop being such a blubbering idiot. I inwardly scold but manage, “I’m good,” even though it sounds way too gravelly to sound natural.

      Of course, this gives her reason to pause with scrutiny.

      Oh, geez! What the fuck is wrong with me?

      “Are you sure?” When I don’t say anything, she asks, “Ready for the check?”

      “Sounds good.” I go through the motions of pulling out my wallet and handing her my card before she can return.

      As she runs the card, my phone buzzes in my pocket.

      My good mood disperses in an instant when I read the words, and my blood turns to ice.

      
        
        Mal: There’s been an accident at the site. Called 911. Waiting on their arrival now.

      

      

      Fuck, I need to be there.

      Without another thought, I’m on my feet and rushing out the door.
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      As I turn from running Damien’s card, I see his face morph from jovial to downright dread. His fork clanks against his plate as he jumps to his feet. Before my mind can register to return his card, he’s already out the door.

      I rush to the door to follow him, but he’s already dashed across the parking lot and jumping in his truck. When I step out onto the stoop, he’s backing out and long gone before I can flag him down.

      This isn’t the first time a customer has left their card, but clearly something’s wrong. Immediately, I’m paralyzed with fear as I’m brought back to the day I lost my parents. No one deserves a tragedy like that.

      “Everything okay?” Tara asks as she meets me at the door. “Did he skip out on the bill?”

      Shaking my head, I sigh. “No. There must be some emergency because he left his card in my hands. I couldn’t even flag him down in the parking lot.”

      “I’m sure there’s some explanation. Though the good news is he’ll be back.”

      “Yeah,” I slowly say as I stare in the direction he fled.

      “Do you know where to find him?” Tara asks, raising her eyebrows, as if I should know what’s going on in that crazy head of hers.

      “Uh… I know where he works,” I admit but still don’t get why she’s staring at me as if I should be following her train of thought. Tara’s notorious for doing this. Half the time, I don’t have a freaking clue what she’s thinking.

      This only earns me an eye roll. “Well… you could leave the card here and wait for his return or…” she trails off, and her eyes widen, expecting me to finish her thought for her.

      “Or?” I prompt, clearly not following.

      “Or…” she exaggerates for my benefit as if I’m slow on the uptake this morning. When I don’t respond, she shakes her head exasperatedly. “Or… you could deliver it to him.”

      “Uh… why would I do that?” My words come out almost defensive.

      “Oh, I don’t know…” she practically singsongs. “Maybe because he’s been coming here and flirting with you for the past month or so.”

      I scoff, “He does not.”

      “Uh… have you ever noticed he only sits in your section? He doesn’t talk to me the way he does you, and his eyes certainly don’t follow anyone else around the way he does with you.”

      Rolling my eyes, I can’t help but laugh. “Tara, I’ve always known you’ve had a wild imagination, but I think you’ve lost it this time. Damien doesn’t do any of those things.”

      “Oh, but he does.” She smirks. “Just ask Jeff. He gets a front row show from the kitchen.”

      Walking back to the coffee maker, I shake my head. “You’re delusional.” But before she can prove her point and make this a public spectacle, I change the subject. “What’s going on with you and that guy you met in here a few weeks ago? I’ve seen you on campus together. Did something come of it?”

      “Oh, Keaton?” She waggles her brows as a huge grin splits her face. “Things are going good. I’m so glad I took him up on his offer of a date. We hit it off that first night and have been seeing each other since. Maybe you should try it some time, Van.”

      “Date Keaton?” I say obtusely. “I’m pretty sure he’s taken by the look on that face of yours.”

      Tara sighs heavily. “It wouldn’t hurt you to date, you know.”

      “I’ve got plenty going on in my life with Jules. I don’t need anything more.”

      “You’re a single mom, Van. Not dead. Besides, it might do you some good to live on the wild side and do something for yourself for a change.”

      She has a point, but I ignore it.

      “Let’s get back to work before Jeff lets us have it,” I encourage as I slip Damien’s card into my back pocket for safekeeping. The jury’s still out on whether or not I’ll deliver the card myself. In the meantime, I’ll hang on to it until the end of my shift in case he returns. Then I’ll decide.

      By the end of my shift, I’ve run through Tara’s words at least a million times. Each time the bell rang signaling a new customer, my eyes darted to the door in hopes of catching sight of Damien. But no such luck.

      Should I deliver his card to him? Or wait until he returns?

      Hmmm… decisions… decisions.

      As I pull out his card to place it in the register, my mind replays the events of this morning, and I make the snap decision to try to deliver it in person. There was something wrong, and I know I’ll worry if I don’t find out for myself what’s going on. Besides, if I can’t find him, I’ll come back to the diner and put it in the safe.

      Since his job site isn’t too far out of my way, I head there after changing into a fresh shirt. I can easily head to class on time afterward. Typically, I use this time to study on campus, but a good deed won’t put me too far behind. Besides, I’ll feel better knowing everything’s okay.

      Pulling up to the site, I find Damien’s truck parked haphazardly along the road as if he didn’t have the time to properly park. The front end is closer to the curb, and it stands out as it’s not quite parallel to the road, even though it’s the only one parked there at the moment. Other construction vehicles are parked appropriately in the lot, but nothing else seems out of sorts.

      Shoot. Should I have come?

      I know I’d want my debit card, but maybe he doesn’t need his as bad. Parking behind his truck, I take a moment to look for Damien before hopping out of my SUV. Across the parking lot is a construction trailer. I’m sure if I went in, I’d find where he is. But am I even allowed to be here?

      In for a penny, in for a pound. I didn’t come all this way for nothing.

      Taking a fortifying breath, I calm my nerves and open the door to my SUV. Straightening my stance as I walk across the lot, I act as if I’ve been here a million times. When I get to the door of the trailer, I freeze, causing my newfound confidence to dwindle for a moment.

      Do I knock or do I just walk in? I swear the last person who went in this building just walked in. It looks more like a school portable than a trailer as I get closer. My high school had one in much older condition where I was forced to take my foreign language.

      Before I’m forced to decide, my decision is made for me. The door opens, and Damien walks out, startling me. I wasn’t prepared to come face-to-face with him so quickly.

      Shock covers his face as he clearly wasn’t expecting me. Slowly, a grin forms, and his dark-brown eyes crinkle as he takes me in. “To what do I owe the pleasure of seeing you again this morning?”

      “Uh…” I fumble for the words but eventually, they come to me. “You left in such a hurry. Is everything okay?”

      With that, Damien grimaces. “Sorry about that. We had an accident onsite. I may have overreacted as it wasn’t critical, but we had an ambulance on its way, and I felt I needed to be here.”

      “Oh, my. I hope everyone’s all right.”

      He winces at some memory. “I had a member of my crew trip down some stairs and clearly break his leg.” Damien sucks in a deep breath and shakes his head. “Bones clearly aren’t meant to go that way. It’s company policy to take an ambulance, but I’m sure he’ll recover.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” I whisper as I get lost in his eyes, so I don’t miss when his expression turns to concern.

      “Did you come all this way just to check on me?”

      “Uh… you also left your debit card, and I thought you could use it,” I admit in a shrug, then I reach into my back pocket to retrieve it.

      “I guess I was distracted. I’m sure I would’ve figured it out eventually when I went to eat my next meal,” he replies sheepishly. “I’m sure I would’ve remembered… eventually.”

      “I’m glad I could save you one less worry,” I admit, remembering the forlorn look on his face with his abrupt departure. “You didn’t need to worry about cancelling your card or anything for it being lost. We all know how much it sucks replacing them.”

      “True.” His deep voice carries as he nods in agreement. “I appreciate this.”

      Rocking awkwardly from my heels to my toes, I’m not sure what to say or do next. I should just walk away and head to campus, but I’m not ready to leave yet either. I manage a quiet, “You’re welcome,” in response, but I’m still unsure what to do.

      “Have you had lunch yet?” Damien grins.

      “I ate at the diner while on my last break. I have class in an hour, but I thought I’d drop this by first.”

      “Another time then.” He shrugs.

      Is he just being polite or is he saddened by my response?

      I’m sure he’s just being polite, right? Why would he be sad? That makes no sense.

      “Well, then…” I rock forward again, trying to rid myself of the awkwardness I’m suddenly feeling. Obviously, there’s no reason to stay, and I have class soon. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

      Damien’s eyes lock onto mine, and I swear he tethers me in the spot. I can’t walk away from him, yet standing here staring at him like a lost schoolgirl isn’t an option either.

      “Can I walk you to your car?” he suggests with the most beautiful lopsided smile. As if on instinct, my lips turn to mirror his. Before I can make an even bigger fool of myself, thankfully, someone walks toward us and stops me.

      “Oh,” I play off my craziness. “There’s no need. I’m just parked there on the street.” I point to my SUV and will myself to move away from him.

      A playful smile teases at his lips as if he can see through my antics. “Well, then, I guess I’ll see you in the morning. Be sure to save me a seat at the counter.”

      “You got it,” I say as I turn in the direction of my car.

      But I stop when he says, “Thanks again, Vanessa. I’m looking forward to tomorrow.”

      My hand moves as if it has a mind of its own to wave at him as I say, “See ya then.” Realizing how silly I must look, I force myself to remain calm as I walk to my vehicle, get in, and drive away without looking back. God, did I want to look back, but what good would come of it?
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      Later that evening as I put Julia to bed, that look on his face before I walked away replays on a loop. Was Damien asking me out? No. That’s crazy. I’m sure he’s just being friendly since I brought his card.

      “Can you read me another bedtime story, Momma?” Julia asks in the sweetest voice, trying to get a third story for the night out of me. I’ll admit my nearly five-year-old has some game, but I’m a pro at reading her—so her cuteness won’t work on me—tonight anyway.

      God, I still can’t believe she’ll be five in just a little over a week.

      “Jules, I’ve already read two. I think that’s plenty. Before long, you’re going to be reading to me.” She stifles a big yawn, and I know I’m right. “I’ll tell you what. You sleep now, and if you’re up for it tomorrow, I’ll read the next story to you.”

      “Okay, Momma. Goodnight,” she yawns heavily. But of course, if I call her on it, she’ll claim she isn’t tired until she’s blue in the face. As much as I hate to admit it, she’s so much like me, it’s crazy.

      As I exit her room, I leave her door open a crack, so she can see the light on from the hall. I honestly doubt she’ll last another two minutes, but I’ve learned by keeping it open, she’s less likely to get out of bed.

      When I make it to the living room, I find my twin Vince, sprawled across the couch.

      “You get her down?” he asks as I settle into my cozy chair and prop my feet on the leather ottoman in front of me.

      “She tried her best to go for three stories tonight. I swear when she starts reading herself, she’ll be sneaking books late into the night with a flashlight if we don’t watch out.”

      Vince cocks his head in my direction, and I already know what he’s thinking, but of course, the brat that he is, he feels the need to mention it aloud. “Uh, wasn’t that your MO as a kid? If I recall… Mom and Dad actually took your flashlight a time or two to get you to sleep at a decent time. Thank God, we never had to share a room because your light would’ve annoyed the hell out of me.”

      Instead of dignifying a response, I change the subject and ask about his girlfriend as I look around the room. She should be here for dinner but is nowhere to be seen at the moment. “Where’s Syd?”

      “I’m right here,” she answers for him as she brings two plates with cinnamon rolls. “If you want one, I’ll go back and grab another,” she says as she offers a plate to me. Her bright hazel eyes dance, knowing hardly anyone refuses her baked goods.

      “You know I can’t turn these down,” I tease, reaching for the plate she offers. Then she hands the other to Vince before disappearing into the kitchen.

      Sydney and Vince started dating a few months ago but knowing my brother doesn’t do things halfway, I’m fairly certain these two will be in it for the long haul like my parents were.

      God, I miss them, but I’m sure as they look down at us, they’d be proud of what we’ve become.

      Just as I get my first mouthful, Vince asks, “Syd’s been keyed up about your girls’ night tonight. I’m still kinda shocked she talked you into joining them.”

      “I won’t be staying out too late, trust me. I still have to work in the morning, but as I don’t have class after my shift for a change, I think I can manage a little less sleep for one night.” I can’t say I’ve ever been more thankful for a professor to cancel class for their daughter’s wedding than I am tonight. “Are you sure you don’t mind staying with Jules?”

      “Vanny, you deserve a life. I’m glad you’re finally taking Syd up on the offer to hang with her roommates. Abby’s only going to be here for another month, and I know you and Chloe will hit it off.”

      I look to the kitchen to see where Sydney is before asking, “Has Syd mentioned anything about finding another place to live?”

      Vince shakes his head. “No. She’s starting to stress over it, too.”

      I lower my voice, so she won’t overhear. “I was gonna mention this earlier… but have you considered asking her to move in with us? I don’t want to put any pressure on you, but she’s over here almost every night, and it’s kinda pointless to spend the money on rent when she’s already sharing your room as it is.”

      Vince’s jaw drops.

      Okay. Apparently, it’s too soon for them, and I shouldn’t have said anything.

      When his face suddenly slits into a wide grin, I know I wasn’t off track. “Were your Spidey senses going off? I was actually going to talk to you about this tomorrow.”

      Yeah, we have that weird twin connection people talk about. Not about everything mind you, but I’m sure it has more to do with the fact that we’re best friends, beyond just being twins.

      “Anyone need anything else while I’m up?” Sydney asks from the kitchen.

      Vince looks to me, and I shake my head before he says, “We’re good, Syd. Just come and join us.” To me, he says in a lower voice, “Mind if we talk more about this tomorrow?”

      Rolling my eyes as I’m not sure what there is to talk about, I shrug. “Sure.”

      When Sydney rejoins us, Vince puts his legs on the floor and sits up so she can join him on the couch. The room remains silent as we devour the rolls in front of us. I can bake, but I have nothing on Sydney. Maybe if she lives here, I’ll learn her recipe?

      When I finish chewing my next bite, I ask, “What time are we meeting your roommates?”

      “As soon as we finish here, I’m ready to leave when you are.” She’s wearing a pair of jeans and a black form-fitting sweater. Her red hair is down, and she’s only wearing mascara if anything at all. I wish I looked that good all the time.

      Knowing I don’t have anyone to impress, I look down at the dark skinny jeans and blue top I’ve worn all day. “I’ll only be a few minutes. I just need to run a brush through my hair and brush my teeth after eating this.”

      “Are you sure Drew doesn’t mind being our driver? I can easily take out Jules’ car seat and be the DD for the night.”

      “Uh, no, you can’t. This is a girls’ night and trust me… Drew is more than happy to make sure we’re properly escorted.” Then she looks to Vince. “He’s hanging with his roommate Grey tonight back at their apartment, while we get our groove on. Abby only has a few weeks left on campus, and he doesn’t want to interfere with our girls’ night—or so he claims. But I’ll believe it when I see it.”

      “Are you sure I’m not intruding on your time with Abby?” I offer as an out.

      “No way—You’re not bailing on us.” Syd sternly lets me know she’s not listening to any excuse I come up with.

      So, I sigh and shrug an explanation. “Just checking.”

      Syd raises a perfectly sculpted brow in my direction. “Besides your birthday, when was the last time you went out?”

      Um… never.

      Not really, but it’s not like I frequent bars or anything. I’ve just turned twenty-one. Being a single mom makes my social life pretty limited and with everything Vince and I have gone through since graduation, it hasn’t been on my list of priorities either.

      Syd takes my silence as victory. “Okay, Missy, let’s get this show on the road. I haven’t been dancing in a while, and I’m ready to get my groove on.”

      “Is there something I should be worried about?” Vince teases.

      Rolling her eyes, Sydney swats Vinny’s shoulder. “I rarely get a night off from behind the bar on a night there’s a decent band coming in to play. If we don’t get a move on, we’ll be stuck in a crowd at the door. I may have connections, but I’d rather snag a booth if we can.”

      The bar scene isn’t my crowd—obviously. My baby girl is a constant reminder of my one and only wild night. But I have zero regrets—as she’s one of the best things to ever happen to me. As a single mom, I rarely get a chance to just unwind and relax, let alone do something for myself. Besides, Vince is just as adamant I go, so if I stay home, I’ll never hear the end of it.

      Before leaving, I peek on Julia one last time to make sure she’s down for the night. Vince is the best uncle there ever was, so I don’t have to worry about leaving her with him, but as Mom, there are some things I just do.

      Vince and Sydney chat at the door as they wait for me to be ready. After kissing Sydney goodbye, he turns to me. “Don’t worry, Vanny. I’ve got this. If either of you need anything, I’m only a phone call away.”

      He pats me on the shoulder, which earns him a dramatic eye roll, and I can’t help but remind him, “You know… baby brother, I’m sure I can handle myself. Besides, I’ve got Syd with me. If anyone gives us any shit, I’m sure she knows a bouncer or three that’ll take care of them.”

      Vince chuckles at my antics. “Oh… I have no doubt the two of you can handle yourselves.” He looks to Syd then back to me. “But big sister or not, I’m still your brother, and I love the hell out of you. I just want you to be happy, too, okay?”

      “God, you make it sound as if I don’t have any life… Come on, Syd. Let’s go before he reminds me how boring I am.”

      Sydney kisses Vince one last time with a smile on her face at our sibling banter. Then she turns to me with a devilish grin. “Are you ready to go paint the town?”

      Knowing she’s only doing this to get a rise out of Vince, I add, “Sure. Let’s do this.”
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      It feels amazing to just let loose and dance again. Knowing I have an early morning, I’m only on my second drink as we take a break from the dance floor. I used to love dancing for hours at high school, but since having Julia, I haven’t had the opportunity.

      “Uh… don’t look now, Van.” Chloe giggles as she not-so-discreetly looks in the direction behind me. “But I think you have a special admirer. That guy’s been watching you since we arrived, but I’m not sure he’ll be bold enough to make any moves.”

      Knowing she has to be out of her mind, I look in the direction she’s trying not to point out. The only person I see is Vince’s friend Ryan. “Oh, that’s just Ryan. One of Vince’s friends. I’m sure he just recognizes me.”

      Sydney speaks up over the crowd. “Oh, I’ve met him. He’s a great guy.” Then she looks closer in his direction. “But I’m sure Chloe’s right. He’s totally checking you out.”

      “I’m sure you’re mistaken,” I brush off. Ryan and I have known each other since freshman year. He’s the only one Vince opened up to, and they’re pretty close. “I’m sure he’s just playing the protective brother role, since Vince isn’t here.”

      “Maybe… but I swear… the way he’s watching you isn’t just being brotherly. The man seriously has the hots for you,” Chloe states before taking another sip of her margarita.

      “Uh… I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I dismiss. “Besides… I’m not sure he’s my type,” I qualify, hoping they’ll drop the subject. I barely have time for myself, let alone throw someone else into the mix. Who on earth would want to hitch their ride to my crazy?

      Sydney looks from Ryan to me, then boldly asks as only she can, “So, if you’re not interested in him, what kind of guy are you interested in?”

      Suddenly, I see beautiful dark-brown eyes and sandy-brown hair that’s longer on the top and buzzed on the sides. Chiseled cheekbones that align perfectly with his square jaw. There’s just the perfect amount of scruff on them. Not quite clean shaven, but at least a day or two worth of growth. I seriously don’t know how he manages to uphold that look. Maybe he shaves on my day off?

      “Van? Everything okay?” Sydney asks with concern, breaking me from my revelry.

      Why the hell did Damien flash before my eyes?

      I barely know the man. He’s got a career to worry about and wouldn’t want a built-in family at his age, I’m sure. He’s become a regular customer. That’s all. I’m sure he’s just a friendly guy, and I’m reading too much into things.

      But he might have been trying to ask you out earlier today?

      “Van?” Sydney waves a hand in front of my face.

      If that isn’t embarrassing, I don’t know what is. “I… uh… guess I don’t have a type.”

      “Oh, sell that to someone who didn’t just see you venture off into LaLa Land. I won’t push you for details because if you’re anything like Vince, I know you’ll reveal it in your own time.”

      Shaking my head in denial, I use my go-to excuse when it comes to dating. “I’ve got school, Jules, and plenty to keep me busy. Why the heck would I want to throw dating into the mix?”

      “Uh… because you’re not dead yet?” Abby surprises me with her response. “Trust me, I thought there was no time for dating before I met Drew. I was one hundred percent focused on school. But little did I know how much I was missing.”

      “But Jules,” I protest.

      “I’m not saying you have to go out and marry the next guy you meet. But you’re young and beautiful, and there are plenty of guys who won’t care that you’re a single mom.” She pats me on the shoulder as she forces my eye contact to ensure I hear what she’s saying.

      I raise an eyebrow to prove my point. “When was the last time you met a college student who willingly dated a single mom? Uh… the last I checked, no one is lining up at my door. Hell, I haven’t dated since I got pregnant with Jules.”

      As I look around my table of friends, I’m met with wide eyes and dropped mouths.

      Okay. So, I may have overshared.

      Sydney’s the first to regain her composure. “That’s all the more reason to put yourself out there, Van. You may not find Mr. Forever, but nothing’s stopping you from enjoying yourself either. I’m not saying you need to even find a Mr. Right-Now, but you’re young and deserve to put yourself first for once, too. Anyone who isn’t willing to get to know you and Julia is the one missing out.”

      I release a loud huff. “But my life is complicated,” I protest.

      “Not really,” Chloe encourages. “I have a friend back home who’s a single mom. She doesn’t date often, but she will go out and have fun every once in a while. Anyone who doesn’t understand her kids will always come first, doesn’t get a second date. But she puts herself out there because she realizes she has more to offer than just being someone’s mom.”

      Sydney pats my knee, so no one else will notice. “We’re not saying you should hook up with some random guy. But after all you and Vince have gone through, just make sure you allow yourself some things for you, too.”

      She’s right. But I’m not quite willing to admit it. Between Jules and losing my parents after graduation, Vince and I have been in survival mode. We’ve both put our personal lives on hold to keep from being the statistic my parents drilled into me the moment I found out I was pregnant. I will graduate from college on time, and I will raise an amazing daughter. But when is it okay for me to focus on my other needs, too?

      The band starts a new song and Chloe gasps, “Ohmigod. This is one of my favorites. I have to dance to this.” She grabs Abby’s hand and doesn’t spare us a second glance.

      “You go right ahead!” Sydney hollers as they dash to the dance floor. “We’ll be here when you get back.”

      When it’s just the two of us, she turns to me. “Look, I’m not trying to pressure you. I just want you to be happy. I’ll support you no matter what. But if you ever need a babysitter, I will volunteer any time I’m able. I’ll even do my best to wrangle in Vince and his brotherly antics if he throws any BS your way.”

      “Oh, God.” I laugh at the realization. “I can just imagine what it’ll be like should I ever decide to date again. I thought my dad was bad. But even back in high school, Vince was protective. Did I ever tell you about the time I had a guy over one afternoon to watch a movie and he decided it was best to jump between us on the couch to ‘watch’ the movie with us?” Yes, I used air quotes because with him squeezed between us, none of us were comfortable watching the movie. Needless to say, I never heard from the poor guy after that day again.

      “Oh, no, he didn’t?” Sydney cringes.

      When I nod, she rolls her eyes. “Though I can totally see him doing that. What a stinker.”

      “You can say that again,” I agree. “But let’s not remind him, or he’s apt to do it again. I already have enough worries without his overprotectiveness getting in the way.”

      “If he becomes too much of an issue, you let me handle him,” Sydney teases. “I’m sure I can think of something.”

      Knowing Sydney’s reputation for putting people in their place, I have no doubts.
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      Okay, I’m officially old. We barely stay out until midnight, but my alarm going off at five this morning is brutal. I make it to work with time to spare, but I may as well hook that carafe of coffee I’m passing out to customers into an IV for all the good my one cup this morning is doing for me.

      I’ve mastered the chipper waitress act, so I’m sure no one else will notice how tired I am, but I’m counting down the minutes until the end of my shift. I plan to go home and nap before Julia needs to be picked up from daycare. Sure, I’ve managed many a sleepless night when she was an infant, but after getting used to a full night’s sleep regularly, I’m out of practice, and a date with my bed sounds absolutely perfect.

      My back is turned when the bell rings, signaling a new customer. But the electricity that zings up my spine leaves little doubt who has entered. Only one person has ever had this effect on me. I know it will only be a matter of seconds before I smell his mouthwatering aftershave that’s subtle to most but almost toxic to me. It’s like I can’t get it out of my head. Not that I’m complaining. It’s freaking delicious and makes me want to buy some of my own, just so I can sniff it without looking like a crazy stalker, anytime I choose.

      When I turn, I do my best to greet Damien the way I would any other customer. “Good morning. Need a menu? Or will it be your usual?”

      Damien glances at the bulky watch he wears and shrugs. “I’ve got time. So… I think I’ll grab some waffles with strawberries and a side of sausage today… and if you don’t mind, I’ll take a cup of coffee while I wait.”

      Reaching for a cup, I say, “Coming right up,” as I pour. Once it’s full, I pass it across the counter to him. “Anything else?”

      “No, thanks,” he replies quickly but hesitates, which catches my attention.

      “Everything okay?”

      I’m surprised when he fumbles over his words. “I… uh… wanted to thank you for bringing my debit card to me yesterday. I’m sure I would’ve remembered eventually. But it was one less thing to think about yesterday.”

      “No worries,” I quickly assure him as I brush a loose strand of hair behind my ear. “It was on my way to campus.”

      “I know, but it was still nice all the same.” He smiles as he holds my gaze with his dark-brown eyes. I’m not sure I could look away if I tried.

      Unfortunately, I have to because Jeff hollers from the kitchen. “Van! Order’s up!”

      “That’s my cue,” I stupidly say aloud as I unwillingly break my eye contact with Damien to deliver my next order.

      Instead of returning to the counter to talk to Damien like I want to, I force myself to check on all my customers as well as the new ones who have walked in the door behind him. I refill a few drinks and place another order before returning to Damien to give him his.

      As I approach, I ask my usual question of him since I learned he was the lead engineer for the campus housing project. “So, how are you conquering the world today?”

      This earns me a full smile and a laugh that makes my spine tingle. “Well. I’ve got meetings today, but I’m conquering it one bit at a time. Maybe someday I’ll manage to be done. But my to-do list never ends.”

      I can’t help it. I laugh with him. “I can totally relate. I swear, just as I get mine to look relatively short, something is always added to it.”

      “When you’re not working, or going to school, is there anything you like to do around here for fun?”

      Hang out with my daughter. But I’m not ready for that conversation just yet. It’s amazing how often people’s opinion of me changes when they find out that tidbit. I swear they either judge me for being promiscuous or act as if I’ve lost my youth tragically… as if Julia’s a burden. I know loss, trust me. But being Julia’s mom is the biggest blessing I could ever ask for.

      “Uh… I don’t have much of a life,” I admit. It’s partially the truth. I don’t have a social life outside of my family. “I guess I read and hang out with friends.”

      Damien scrutinizes my reaction. His eyes lock onto mine, and I swear they burrow deep into my soul. I’m not quite sure what he finds because I’m surprised by his response. “What’s your favorite book?”

      “Uh… that’s like asking a mom to choose her favorite child. You just can’t do that.” Of course, I have it easy only having one but still, I wouldn’t be able to choose if there were more. My mom used to cop out and say, “I love the one I’m with the most.” To get us to snuggle her more.

      Damien nods in agreement. “True. Being of four, my mom never chooses, either.”

      Four kids? That’s a lot. “Are you the oldest?” I ask curiously.

      “Nope. I’m third in line. Derek gets that spot, then Dani. Davis is the baby.”

      “Wait. Your mom had four boys? And each of you start with the letter D?”

      “Nope. Dani’s short for Danika.”  He chuckles. “Though growing up, she was just as feisty as us boys. I’m sure Mom had her hands full.”

      “I’m sure. It was just me and Vince growing up. But being twins, our parents were kept busy.”

      “I see we have something in common…” A smile pulls at Damien’s lips. “Our moms like to keep our initials the same.”

      Rolling my eyes at how we were always called Vinnie and Vanny, I have to agree. But now, I’d give anything to be called that one more time by my parents. I guess that’s why I’ve stuck with it when I’m alone with Vince, too. “Yeah. I guess you’re right. But there are worse things.”

      “True. Is… uh… everything all right? You looked lost for a minute there.”

      I add perceptive to my growing list of traits for Damien.

      “Yeah.” I shrug. “I’m fine.” But then I change the subject back to him. “Did your mom ever call you by the wrong name?”

      “Always. But she made up for it by just listing us off, to make sure none were forgotten. It was always Derek, Dani, Dame, and Davis… Get in here. It didn’t matter if some of us were gone or not. When she got out the list, you just came because she likely meant you.”

      “That’s fantastic. I’ll have to remember that. Were you the one most likely in trouble?” I tease.

      “No. That would be Dani. She’d always be late to something because her nose was stuck in a book.”

      “I love your sister already,” I tease, completely able to relate.

      “She’s still that way. I’m sure you’d get along fine.” He seems to think about something for a moment, but then adds, “If you can’t tell me what your favorite book is, can you at least tell me the genre?”

      “Hmmm… let’s see…” I tap my chin as I look to the ceiling for the answer. “I read a little of everything. I read romance, sci-fi, suspense. But when I get the chance to read anything other than a textbook lately, I’ve been into romance of some sort, though that’s still a wide genre. It’s got to be light and easy to follow, so I don’t have to follow the plot so precisely, like I do when I read a Dan Brown novel or something like that. Don’t get me wrong, I love having to figure things out, but I love my brain candy, too.”

      “Okay… note to self.” Damien chuckles. “You and Dani would be the best of friends should you ever talk books.”

      Since that’s my only social life, I can talk books all day long. “I’m sure I could handle that. There’s nothing better than actually talking with someone who reads like I do,” I agree.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” he says as he cuts a piece of his waffle off, dabs it in the whipped cream, and takes a bite.

      Turning the tables, I decide it’s time to learn more about him. “What about you? What do you do in your spare time?”

      As he finishes his bite, he murmurs, “Hmmmm. I’m new around here, so I can’t say I’ve done all that much. I love spending time in the snow, going kayaking on the Sound in the summer. I like being outdoors but am also fine with just hanging at my house and tinkering around there.”

      “Tinkering, eh? What does that entail?”

      “It’s not that exciting, trust me. As a kid, I always loved taking things apart and putting them back together. I guess that’s how I ended up as an engineer. But as an adult, I have to say I’ve been remodeling the house I’m flipping when I finish this job.”

      “That sounds interesting. What made you take on that venture, alongside your huge job on campus?”

      “Well, I didn’t want to live in an apartment with a bunch of college kids—no offense. But they’re loud. So, I started looking for a house to rent. But when I realized I could buy one for less than the cost of rent, I decided to use my downtime to flip the house when I’m done. I can either keep it as a rental myself or sell it when the time comes. Either way, I’m building equity and keeping myself busy.”

      Holy crap. That sounds like a lot of work, though Vince and I bought a house for the same reason. It’s way cheaper to buy than rent in this town. And we needed a place to raise Julia. “You certainly are.”

      “Speaking of busy.” Damien clears his throat and locks his eyes on mine. “Do you have any plans tomorrow?”

      Did he just ask me out?

      My heart rate spikes, and my hands sweat.

      Was it just last night that I was having a conversation with Sydney about possibly dating again?

      Just as I’m about to say no, I remember Julia’s birthday party.

      Shoot. There’s no way I can make plans when I have a house full of people coming over tomorrow. Who knows when the party will end? And Vince and Sydney have plans tomorrow evening. I’m sure my face falls when I admit, “Uh, yeah. I have a family thing going on.”

      Damien shrugs it off. “I completely understand. Family first. Always.”

      If only he knew how true that is.

      But I like this carefree and playful side of myself when I’m around him, so I’m not ready to spill my guts entirely to him. “Yep,” I admit.

      “I’d like to take you out as a way of thanking you for your help yesterday,” he offers.

      Shoot. Did I read this wrong?

      Is this not a date?

      God, this is what I get for even thinking about dating last night.

      I shrug off my disappointment. “There’s no need. We’re all good.”

      Damien’s face falls for a fraction of a second but then he regains his composure. “Okay, then.”

      Unfortunately, I can’t question him about this further because Jeff hollers, “Van, order’s up,” and I’m forced back to my reality. By the time I get a chance to return to him, he’s finished his meal and Tara has rung him up, so he doesn’t have to wait for me.

      But what if he was asking me out, and I was just too obtuse to do anything about it? Crap. I told him we’re all good… Now, he probably thinks I’m not interested. What the heck do I do now?
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3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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