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REPEAT AFTER ME: NEVER, EVER, fall in love with your fake fiancé.

Oh, Please.

That's easy. I hate him.

Sure, he's hot and his abs could make a washboard jealous, but he's also arrogant, cocky, and worst of all, a player...

Now, we're stuck playing house in Chance Rapids; faking it for his family - and the small-town rumor mill.

They have to believe that we love each other - a life depends on it.

That means putting on a show: kissing, holding hands, and gazing into his crystal blue eyes...but that's where it ends.

Nope. There's no way I'm sleeping with him.

This is a business arrangement, and I don't mix business and pleasure.

But, tell that to the butterflies in my stomach, the ones that go wild whenever he touches me.

We can never be together, but I think I'm in trouble...

What do you do when your fake relationship starts to feel real?

Accidental Chances has all the small-town feels you love: canoes, cabins, and loads of flannel shirts. This is the third book in the Chance Rapids Series, but can be read as a stand-alone.
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Chapter 1


[image: image]


SERENA PULLED BACK the sliding glass doors and stepped out onto the balcony of her high-rise condo. As she suspected, even thirty stories up the summer air was hot, which meant it would be scorching at street level. She smiled. She had the perfect outfit for her date tonight. She was meeting a guy named Thomas, but he pronounced it tow-mass. He checked all of her boxes: tall, banker, six-pack abs. 

She stepped back into her studio loft, pulled on a silk sundress, and spun her long blonde hair into a messy topknot. Unlike her friends, Serena loved the sweltering weather – it gave her face a dewy glow that couldn’t be created with makeup alone. A little sweat went a long way in her photographs.

She put her phone into a tripod to take a photo of herself leaning over her balcony. She knew her angles and how to look contemplative, yet sexy. She set the timer and arched her back unnaturally, not enough for the camera to pick it up, but enough for her ass to pop. Fifty shots later, she selected the winner and set to work applying filters until she was happy with the finished product. She flipped through her quote book and selected one about horizons and light and posted it to her social media account. Satisfied, she propped her phone up on the ledge of her medicine cabinet and videoed her makeup routine. She made sure to hold up the products that she was being paid to use and wax poetic about how she couldn’t live without them. She posted the video and checked the number of likes on her contemplative balcony shot. Six hundred so far, not too shabby. She smiled and dropped her phone into her handbag, slipped her feet into her favorite gladiator sandals and headed out the door to meet Thomas, hoping that he would be different from all the rest.

He was standing outside of the restaurant looking at his phone as her car pulled up. She could tell it was him and was pleasantly surprised that he was just as handsome as in his photos. He looked like he’d stepped off the pages of a sailing magazine, wearing a pressed linen shirt, Bermuda shorts, and Top-Siders.

She sashayed up to him and wanted to ask him where he had docked his yacht, but instead just smiled and said, “Hi.” She rarely let her humor shine until she really knew someone. Not everyone got her dry sense of humor.

“Hi,” he said and smiled back without showing his teeth. “Shall we?” he gestured to the tapas bar and opened the door for her. They squeezed into the narrow entranceway of the restaurant and Serena shivered as the air conditioning blasted on her shoulders. 

Thomas grinned at the pretty hostess and leaned onto the sleek black desk. “Trent, for two.”

The dark-haired hostess consulted her book and then shook her head, “I have a Trent at 9 p.m.” 

“I must have booked it under my first name,” he chuckled. “Thomas, party of two for seven.” He leaned onto the hostess stand, so he was only inches from her face.

The girl trailed her pointy fingernail down the lines of the appointment book, “Oh, here it is, Thomas,” she giggled. 

Serena watched as her date blatantly flirted with the hostess. She cleared her throat and Thomas turned and smiled at her. 

“Follow me,” the hostess said without meeting Serena’s eyes. 

Serena trailed behind Thomas and the hostess. At the table, she slipped into the dark booth and rubbed her arms to combat the goosebumps that had erupted all over her body. Thomas sat across from her and pulled the nautical sweater that had been draped over his shoulders on over his head. 

“Your server will be with you shortly to take your drink order,” the hostess said. 

“I’ll take a scotch, neat,” he said.

Serena knew then and there that this date was going to be a disaster. First of all, this spoiled prep school jerk had blatantly flirted with the hostess in front of her. Secondly, he didn’t seem to notice that she was freezing her ass off in her cute sundress, and thirdly, he was rude to the waitstaff.

“I’ll get your server to take your drink order.” The hostess’s flirtatious tone was gone. 

Thomas shook his head and then registered that Serena was seated across the table from him. “What kind of restaurant is this?”

It’s a tapas restaurant you idiot, she wanted to say. She knew what he meant. The man wanted to be waited on hand and foot, and he wanted his drink yesterday. She was already counting the seconds until she could go back home. “I’m sure our server will be here soon.”

“I could die of thirst before then,” he grinned.

Did he think he was being funny? Drink your water asshat, Serena thought as she took a sip of her own.

“Ah, here she is.” Her date lit up as an even prettier brunette approached the table.

“Would you two like to start with some cocktails?”

Serena opened her mouth to order, but Thomas interrupted, “I’ll take a scotch on the rocks,” he said.

The server looked to Serena with a raised eyebrow, “I’ll have a white wine spritzer, thank you.” Serena had worked countless waitress jobs when she was in school and went out of her way to be friendly to people who worked in the service industry. 

Thomas Trent looked like he came from old money, but his boorish behavior had new money written all over it. Serena had seen them all. 

When their drinks arrived, Thomas pulled out the little red straw, tossed it onto the tablecloth, and took a sip of his drink.

“Cheers,” Serena said and held her glass up.

Thomas swallowed his scotch and clinked his glass to hers, “To a great evening.”

She smiled and held in her eye roll as she sipped her spritzer. “I’ve heard great things about this restaurant,” she said as she perused the menu. 

“The food is great and the service is usually much better,” he said as he took another sip of his drink and shoved the menu aside. 

There had been nothing wrong with the service that evening. “Would you like to share a few small plates?” she asked. “I was thinking about the coconut shrimp.”

“Ugh,” Thomas groaned and leaned in as if to whisper Serena a secret. “I only eat seafood when I can see the ocean. You should come with me to my beach house this summer.”

She wondered if this line worked with other women. Were they blinded by hints of a beach house? She thought about pulling the plug on the date. She already knew she didn’t like Thomas, but she had heard such good reviews about the chef. Could she put up with his arrogance for another hour or so for some succulent shrimp? Her stomach growled. She had her answer. She plastered on her biggest fake smile. “Where is your beach house?”

“It’s on the shore. You can hear the waves from all the bedrooms, even the one over the carriage house, the one where I’d take you,” he winked.

“Sounds quite peaceful.” She didn’t know what else to say. Thankfully, she was saved by the reappearance of their server.

“Did you have any questions about the menu?” she asked.

“No, we’re ready to order,” Thomas said. “We’ll take a bottle of your merlot, the escargot, the carpaccio, and the samosas.” He reached for Serena’s menu and handed them to the server. 

“And the shrimp, and grilled calamari,” Serena added. View of the ocean rule be damned, she wanted some seafood. She smiled sweetly at Thomas, he narrowed his eyes at her and then shrugged. “Someone’s got an appetite tonight.” 

Serena spent the evening asking Thomas questions about his job - banker; about his hobbies - squash and golf (surprise, surprise); and his family. He was long-winded in his responses but didn’t ask anything about her in return. The date could’ve been a one-man show, a monologue of his accomplishments and possessions. She zoned out. Big time. She wondered if she remembered to put her towels in the dryer and whether the frozen yogurt shop would still be open after she left the restaurant, all while nodding periodically as she watched Thomas’s lips move.

After what seemed like three years, the sommelier opened the bottle of merlot and the server delivered their plates of food. Serena immediately popped one of the coconut shrimp into her mouth and regretted it instantly as the billion-degree shellfish seared the inside of her cheeks, she fanned her hand in front of her mouth and blew out steam like a dragon. 

Thomas shook his head in disgust, but she didn’t care. She was hungry as hell, and the faster she ate, the faster she could get home and back into her comfy bed. She admired the perfect grill marks on the calamari and snapped a photo before she cut off a piece, allowing the shrimp a little time to cool. 

“How is it?” Thomas asked the first question he had asked her all evening. 

“The calamari is delicious, the lemon and capers are a nice touch. Would you like to try it?”

“Sure,” he said. He reached across the table and jabbed his fork into the remainder of the calamari and popped it in his mouth. 

Serena frowned. 

“Not bad,” he said through his mouthful.

Molten lava shrimp be damned, Serena popped the remainder in her mouth in quick succession. She drained her spritzer, removed her napkin from her lap and folded it on the table. Her foot bumped the table leg as she attempted to cross her legs, but as she shifted in her chair, she realized that it wasn’t the table leg, Thomas had stretched out and was trying to play footsies with her. She turned her body sideways and drummed her fingers on the table. 

“Would you like another one?” he asked and pointed to her glass. “Or some of the merlot?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” she replied. “If you’ll excuse me, I’ll be back in a minute,” She was going to burn some time in the restroom, giving Thomas time to finish his meal so she could politely excuse herself from the table, and the date.

“I could use another, where is that girl?” He gripped the edge of the table to peer around the restaurant. “I’ll be right back.” He stood up and marched over to the bar before she could leave. 

Serena realized that he hadn’t heard a word she had said. She picked up her handbag and made her way to the restroom. She took out her phone and scrolled through her social media feed, posted some of the photos she had taken of her dinner, reapplied her lipstick, and then snapped a selfie in the mirror. The bathroom was stark white with great lighting, her floral print dress and fuchsia lipstick popped against the background. Satisfied with her new posts, she popped her phone in her handbag and washed her hands. She opened the door to leave and practically ran into the hostess. 

She and the hostess both did an awkward step left and then right, that old dance, to try to get around each other, then laughed. “Whoops,” she said.

“Are you here with Mr. Popped Collar?” the hostess asked.

“Not for much longer,” Serena replied. 

“Good. I usually wouldn’t say anything, but he has another reservation here at nine p.m. under his last name, I checked, and the phone number is the same.”

Serena nodded. It didn’t surprise her that she was first string in what was clearly a multi-date night. “And he’s cruising a dating site at the bar right now.”

“Thanks for letting me know. This is our first and only date.”

“Are they all the same?” the hostess asked. “I see this stuff all the time.”

Serena paused with her hand on the sleek door pull, “I think they are.”

Back at the booth, Thomas stood up as she arrived. “Where did you go? I ordered you another one of those spritzer things that you were drinking,” he said.

“I’m ready to leave now,” she said. 

“Alright then. Let’s get out of here,” Thomas smiled and stood his words slurry. 

“What about your backup date? Just going to stand her up?” Serena slung her handbag over her shoulder.

Thomas’s face blanched. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” His eyes narrowed and he changed his tone. “Fine then, leave. You’re old anyway.”

Serena bristled. At twenty-six years old, she was ten years younger than he was. She hated the double standard, hated the fact that men could happily get crow’s feet and embrace their gray hair, becoming ‘distinguished’ as they aged. 

She had two choices: one was to walk out of the restaurant with her head held high and never see Thomas again; two, the option she took, was to pick up his precious glass of scotch and watch surprise register in his dark eyes as she slowly poured it down his crisp white shirt until the remaining cubes tumbled down into his crotch.

Then, she walked away with her head held high, glad that she would never have to see Thomas again. As she passed the hostess stand, the young girl shot Serena a sly smile. Serena returned it and gave her a wink.

The hot evening air hit her with a blast, driving away the chill of the restaurant and the heebie-jeebies from her date. She sighed as she realized that while it was bad, it wasn’t the worst date she’d ever had. At least Thomas was a jerk up front. She gave him a smidge of credit, Thomas was a grade-A asshole, but at least he owned it. 

She stepped into her condo, slipped out of her dress and had a cool shower. She pulled on her favorite cotton pajamas and a silk robe from one of her sponsors. She snapped and posted a photo of herself posing in the robe, then sat down on her sofa to mindlessly scroll through the social media feeds from her friends. She felt a tinge of jealousy as she checked out their photos. Their nights were still going and they looked like they were having a lot more fun.

She sighed and opened up her sketchbook. Earlier in the day, she had seen some beautiful details on an old house and she lightly sketched the gingerbread pattern. Her phone pinged and she set down her pencil to check her email. She smiled when she saw the message. Her dress was ready. It was her very first, very expensive, designer gown.

The road to her designer gown hadn’t been easy. A month earlier, she had arranged for a high profile ‘date’ to the film festival with a big-name hockey player, Logan Brush. She wasn’t a hockey fan, but her agent told her that he was a huge deal. He tried to back out of the agreement when he got serious with his new girlfriend, but not before the woman found out about Serena. A huge misunderstanding ensued and the woman, Charlotte O’Hare, had dumped a bottle of champagne over Serena’s head. Serena got it. She would’ve jumped to the same conclusion too. At the time, Serena was livid. The dress was ruined and her followers saw the entire thing happen in real-time.

But Serena had come out on top. She didn’t lose any followers, as a matter of fact, she gained some; people loved the champagne pouring drama. On top of that, the hockey player had refunded her money and she had charged a hefty amount of interest. He also agreed to buy her the gown of her choosing, hence the gorgeous Dolce & Gabbana number she was checking out in her email. The scene had left her date-less for the biggest social event of the year, but it just so happened that Logan had a hot brother. Freddie.

He wasn’t a celebrity or a sports star - but he was good looking and would photograph well. Unless, oh no! Serena hadn’t even thought about the possibility that Freddie might not know how to dress for a black-tie event. A pro hockey player would have an arsenal of expensive suits at his fingertips, but what would an electrician wear to a film premiere? Panic started to set in when a sea of brown corduroy started floating through her mind. 

This could be a disaster.
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Chapter 2
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THE FIRST HINTS OF warmth were blowing in the early summer breeze, but Freddie didn’t notice. He was focused on installing an exterior light fixture on the new real estate office in town: O’Hare Real Estate, owned by his brother’s girlfriend, Charlotte O’Hare. He shoved the screwdriver into the metal ring on his toolbelt, climbed down the ladder and headed into the building to flip the switch on the electrical panel.

“Charlotte,” he yelled from the utility room.

She peeked in, “Yes?” 

Logan is one lucky man, Freddie thought to himself. Charlotte was the most sophisticated woman he had ever met. She was sweet and kind yet had a backbone of steel. She was smart as a whip and she was smokin’ hot. After meeting Charlotte and seeing a complete package, he realized that he needed more than looks.

“Can you go flick that switch at the front and let me know if the exterior light is working?”

Charlotte raised her eyebrows at him, she probably wasn’t used to being ordered around by tradesmen. “Sure, Freddie.”

Her heels clicked on the hardwood floor as she walked to the front of the building. “Okay,” she shouted.

He flipped the breaker. “Is it on?” he shouted back.

“Yes.” Her voice echoed through the office.

Freddie emerged from the utility room. “Thanks, Charlotte. I just have the ceiling fans left to wire, but I can sign the inspection papers to get you your occupancy permit.” Freddie was the sole electrician in town and also the electrical inspector. Conflict of interest? Yes, but it worked for everyone in Chance Rapids.

“That’s perfect. Thanks, Freddie,” Charlotte said, but her eyes were glued to her phone. The woman was always working. She had moved to Chance Rapids in April, and it was only July and she was responsible for ninety percent of the home sales in the small mountain town.

“Charlotte, can I ask you something?”

She raised her eyes from her screen. “Sure, Freddie. What is it?”

“It’s just this date...”

Charlotte groaned. “Your big date with Serena Sticklegs?”

Freddie knew that he’d been driving his friends nuts talking about his big date with the model, but now that it was only a week away, he felt something he never ever felt before when meeting up with a woman – nervous.

“I know that she’s not your favorite person...” 

“Listen, Freddie. I can tell that you’re excited. I just don’t want to see you get hurt. That’s all.”

Freddie chuckled. Only one woman had ever hurt him, but that was years ago – and he was damn sure it was never going to happen again. “I’m a big boy, Charlotte, but can you tell me what this means?”

He pulled out his cell phone and showed her the latest email from Serena. It was an itinerary for their ‘date’, complete with pickup and drop-off times. “Read that last line, what does that mean?”

He watched Charlotte’s eyes widen as she scanned through the email. He knew that she had reached the line in question when she snorted and proceeded to read aloud, “Contemporary, yet edgy, black-tie attire to coordinate with a coral sheath dress required,” She handed him back his phone, “Oh Freddie, good luck with that.”

“I know. I didn’t realize that going on a date with her was going to be so...”

“High maintenance?” Charlotte finished his sentence. “Did you think that you two were going to a movie and then for wings and beer? This is a business arrangement, that’s it. Your job is to shut up and look good, Casanova.”

Freddie unbuckled his tool belt and it clunked as he set it on the ground. “Guess I’m going shopping then.” He had no idea where he was going to find a contemporary, edgy, coral dress matching suit in this town. “Do you think they have suits at Fine Thredz?” Thredz was the only clothing store in town. All of the other stores catered to the outdoorsy crowd.

Freddie felt self-conscious as Charlotte looked him up and down. “No, Thredz isn’t going to have what we’re looking for.”

“We?”

“You think I’m going to let you do this on your own? I have to make a trip to the city.” Charlotte said as she consulted her calendar. “I was going to go next week, but you’re definitely going to need something tailored.”

“Tailored? Like by a tailor?”

“Oh, Cinderella.” Charlotte smiled. “I’ll pick you up at six. We need to get you ready for the ball.”

Freddie shook his head. “She’s hot, but this is a lot of work.”

“Well, you can’t get out of it now,” she replied. “How about I make you look so good that you might get something out of the deal?” she winked. 

Freddie felt the crimson rushing along his jawline with Charlotte’s uncharacteristically lewd comment. Serena was hot and sleeping with her had been on his mind for two months, but now, he was starting to wonder if it was worth it.

“Thanks, Charlotte. I’ll buy you lunch.”

Charlotte smiled. “Just be ready at six. You know that there’s a six in the morning, right?”

“I’ve heard.” Freddie picked up his tool belt and paused with his hand on the heavy wooden door. “Hey, Char.”

“Yeah,” she turned, her phone already to her ear.

“I hope you like wings,” he grinned and winked at her.

She shook her head and shooed him out the door. The maple leaves rustled in the breeze as he walked over to his pickup truck, which was his pride and joy and had his tagline ‘Get electrified!’ emblazoned down the side in red.

She thought he was joking, but he knew the best wing place in the city. 
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THE MOUNTAIN FILM FESTIVAL changed location every year, and this year it was in the foothill town of Buffalo Springs. Serena spent the entire morning getting ready for the premiere and had opted for beach waves with a loose bohemian braid along the side of her head and her nails were the same coral as her dress. She set up a light ring in her bathroom and filmed her makeup application. It took over an hour, but she condensed the video into a high-speed version suitable for social media. The dress fit her like a glove, and she loved the way that the silk sheath skimmed her body yet clung in all the right places. 

She checked the time on her phone and paced her condo. She had instructed Freddie... ugh, Freddie was just not a sexy name, but Fred was even worse, to arrive at 3:30 just in case there was traffic on the expressway.

Visions of her date showing up with a five o’clock shadow and some hideous suit had been running through her mind all morning. She did one more spin in front of her mirror and continued pacing. He had responded to her very detailed email with a one-word response—‘okay’. She was prepared for the worst and if he was going to embarrass her, she’d ditch him and show up solo. Her disaster planning was interrupted as she heard the buzzer. 

“Coming down,” she yelled into the intercom system. She grabbed her lipstick, phone, and keys and headed out the door. As she crossed the modern lobby, she saw him standing outside with a bouquet of coral-colored roses. She pushed through the circular door and stepped into the heat of the day. He turned and smiled at her.

She faltered a step and then continued to greet him. 

He was perfect.

His charcoal suit was professionally tailored, the pants tapered to reveal argyle socks featuring hints of coral. From his brogues to his polka-dotted blue bowtie, he was completely on-trend. She met his gaze and wondered how he had found a bowtie the exact same icy shade of blue as his eyes. His wavy hair was combed back and curled lightly, flicking out from behind his ears.

The corduroy and beer t-shirts vision evaporated. The suit managed to show off his perfect muscular thighs and v-shaped torso, his face and hair were gorgeous, with perfectly white teeth and a grin that could rival Denzel’s. 

“These are for you,” he said as he handed her the flowers. “I know that they weren’t on the instruction sheet, but they caught my eye in the Windswan roadside stand. I’ve never seen roses this color before.” He thrust the paper-wrapped bouquet at Serena.

“Thank you. “She was shocked. She had never been presented roses on a first date before, let alone a pretend first date. As she took the roses, she saw a slight tremor in his hand and realized that he was nervous. Oh no, he thinks that this is a real date. “I’ll have to put these in water when I get home. Thank you.” She smelled the roses and then handed him her lipstick and keys. 

He hesitated. “What do you want me to do with these?” he asked. 

“Put them in your pocket,” she ordered. “Your brother wouldn’t loosen up the purse strings for a matching handbag.”

Freddie dutifully pocketed her lipstick and keys. “What about your phone?” he asked.

“I’ll hold onto it,” she said.

“Shall we?” Freddie gestured to the stairs and rested his hand on her lower back, just above the fabric of her low-cut dress, to guide her forward. Serena stiffened as the heat from his unexpected touch sent a shockwave through her body. 

As they reached the sidewalk, he crooked his arm and she slipped her hand into the crease of his elbow. They looked like they had just stepped off the set of a luxury photoshoot. Even with her strappy heels, Freddie’s 6’2” frame towered above her nicely. Each had golden manes that glinted in the sunlight, perfectly tousled by the warm breeze. They were turning heads as they looked damn good together.

“Where is the car picking us up?” she asked after a block. The walk had been nice, but her shoes were meant for looking good, not setting mileage records.

“Right. I called this morning, but all the cars were booked,” he said. 

Serena stopped. “This morning?” Of course, they were booked.

Freddie took a deep breath. “I didn’t see the car instructions until today.”

“It’s all the way in Buffalo Springs. I hope we’re not walking there,” she held her breath, she was only partly joking. 

He laughed. “Of course not.” She relaxed.

“I’m driving,” he said and pulled out a set of car keys and pressed the unlock button.

Serena snapped her head around as she heard the honk. It wasn’t a car. It was a truck. A fucking giant pickup truck complete with bright yellow lightning bolt decals.

“M’lady,” he said as he opened up the door.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she paused.  

“You want to walk?” The jovial tone had left his voice.

Serena looked around to ensure there were no witnesses. She grasped the handle at the top of the door and stepped awkwardly onto the chrome bar with her leather-soled heels, all while Freddie held her other hand. She smoothed her dress carefully underneath her and slid onto the seat. As her date walked around to the driver’s side, Serena looked around the cab. It wasn’t as bad as she thought.  It had a leather interior and was sparkling clean. 

Freddie hopped in and fired up the engine. The air conditioning hit her immediately and she relaxed into the seat. They could park down the street, out of eyesight, and she and her feet would just have to tough out a long walk to the red carpet.

Freddie reached into the back seat and opened up a cooler. He pulled out two bottles of sparkling water and set them in the cupholder. “I have some beer if you’d prefer, but it’s the middle of the day...” his voice petered out.

“Thank you, water is perfect,” she said. 

He screwed off the cap before handing it to her, the effervescence floated out and sparkled in the sunlight. She smiled and took a sip, careful not to mess up her lipstick.

Freddie put on a pair of gold-rimmed aviator glasses and navigated the beast of a vehicle through the tight downtown streets.

“Those are nice sunglasses,” she said as she placed the water bottle in the cupholder.

“Thanks, they’re Chanda’s.”

“Nice,” she replied. “They look good on you.”

Freddie blushed. “I bought them for fishing. They’re polarized,” he said, not acknowledging the compliment. He turned on the stereo. “What would you like to listen to?” 

“You pick,” she said. She was genuinely curious about his musical taste.

“Do you like country?” he asked. 

No. No, I do not like country. “I don’t really know any,” she replied diplomatically.

“Let me introduce you to one of my favorites,” he said. He punched in a playlist and a twangy guitar rang out through the sound system. 

“Do you mind if I turn that down for a minute? I have to make a video.” She angled the phone, so her face filled the frame. Some of the leather seat was showing behind her, and it looked nice enough, so no one would be able to tell that she wasn’t in the back of a fancy town car.

Freddie turned down the music.

“Um. Maybe all the way,” she said while smoothing her hair.

He dutifully jabbed at the power button, and silence filled the cab. She started her video, but ten seconds in, they crossed over the Buffalo Springs river and the sound of the tires humming on the metal bridge interrupted her. She pressed delete and waited until they were over the bridge to start again.

***
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FREDDIE GLANCED AT Serena out of the corner of his eye as she filmed another video. They all seemed perfect to him, but she kept re-doing them. He wondered if it was a tactic to avoid talking to a real person, in this case, him. Traffic was steady, but as they neared the exit for Buffalo Springs, it slowed to a crawl. Which, of course, she had to film. 

He was kicking himself for being excited about the date. This was going to be the longest evening of his life and he was wearing a month’s worth of salary. He wondered if he could return the custom suit before hightailing it back to Chance Rapids.

“There, that should do it,” she said and set her phone down on the dashboard. “You can turn the music back on.”

Freddie bristled at the order but was happy to have some sound between the two of them. One of his favorite country singers, Chris Stapleton, was on the radio, and his soulful voice rang out of the truck’s speakers.

“This is country?” Serena asked.

“It is,” Freddie replied.

“Hmmm. I kind of like this one.”

So maybe she did have some taste after all. Freddie turned up the volume and thought that he saw Serena relax into her seat as he wove through traffic to the theatre. He could see her long, tanned legs peeking out of the thigh-high slit in her dress. She was gorgeous, just as hot as any of the supermodels his hockey player brother used to date. “He’s got a lot of soul,” Freddie replied.

“Who?” Serena was back on her phone.

“This artist,” Freddie pointed at the stereo. Man, goldfish have a longer attention span than this woman, he thought. “What’s the longest you’ve gone without looking at your phone?” he asked. 

Serena set the phone down on the seat beside her. “It’s my job,” she replied. 

“Making videos of yourself is your job?” he asked.

“Yes, I’m an influencer,” she replied.

“An influe whatser?” Freddie scanned the street for a parking spot.

“I get paid to wear stuff, use certain makeup, go to events, that kind of thing. I’m getting paid to come to this film festival, so I have to be on my phone.”

“So, you don’t have a real job?”

She sighed. “This is a real job.”

Freddie braked as a car pulled out in front of them. Perfect, he was starting to wonder if they’d have to park a cab’s fare away from the theatre. He signaled. He had impressed many a date with his stellar parallel parking skills. 

“What are you doing?!” she screamed.

Freddie practically jumped out of his skin. He slammed on the brakes and glanced in the rear view mirror. “What? Did I hit something?”

“You can’t park here,” she replied. She seemed out of breath.

“But there’s a meter right there.” Freddie pointed.

“Can’t we put this in the parking garage and walk?” She was literally wringing her hands in her lap.

“I thought that you were tired of walking.” Freddie was thoroughly confused by this beautiful woman. “And the theatre is right there.” He pointed to the throng of people and the lineup of paparazzi behind the velvet ropes. Then it dawned on him, she was embarrassed. He had made a huge mistake coming to the city and going on a date with this shallow woman. “Fine,” he said. He put the truck back into gear and started to nudge back out into the stream of traffic.

“It’s okay,” she said. “We’re going to be late by the time we find a spot and get back here. A car service would’ve just dropped us off, I didn’t take finding a parking spot into account when I made the schedule.”

“Are you sure?” Freddie asked.

She glanced out the passenger window, “Yes,” she said, but he caught the hesitation.

He shook his head and expertly maneuvered the truck back into the small city spot. Like a glove, he thought to himself as he shut off the engine.

Serena pulled down the visor and reapplied her lipstick. Freddie hopped out of the truck and jogged around to open the passenger door for Serena. She took his hand, glanced up and down the street, then stepped out onto the sidewalk.

“Serena,” a voice rang out. Freddie turned and was instantly blinded by the flash of an expensive camera. He instinctively put his hand up to his face and protectively stepped in front of Serena. He reached his arm around her shoulder and shepherded her away from the paparazzo.

Ten steps later, he realized that his arm was still wrapped around her shoulders, his fingers gripped into her skin her tightly. “Sorry about that,” he said and let his hand drop from her shoulder.

“That’s okay. It takes a minute to get used to their aggression.”

“Yeah, that guy came out of nowhere,” Freddie replied. “Do you want them to take your picture?”

“Now that I’m ready for it, yes. Are you?”

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Freddie replied. He steeled himself for the flashbulbs as they approached the entrance to the red carpet. He was surprised when he felt Serena’s thin fingers lace through his. He looked at her and smiled, she smiled back. He knew that they were pretending, but there was something about her eyes. They seemed to glint when she smiled at him, but that glint disappeared as her name was shouted over and over again. He stood up tall, wondering what Tom Cruise did in these situations. He smiled and waved at the cameras, rested his hand proprietarily on Serena’s lower back, and followed the throng of well-dressed people on their snail’s pace walk into the theatre.

“Serena, can we get a shot?” a random man asked.

“Of course,” she paused, jutted her hip out, and smiled widely at the cameraman. Freddie smiled and put his hand on her shoulder but she shrugged it off. Freddie didn’t know what to do with his hands, so he clasped them behind his back. “Move out of the shot,” she said through her teeth without losing her million mega-watt smile. Freddie took a step to the right while Serena turned and peacocked for the cameras.

Freddie didn’t care about being in any photos. He just hoped the film was a good one otherwise, this date was going to be a colossal waste of his time. Charlotte had been right. This wasn’t a date. He was arm candy and he hated it.
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Chapter 4
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AS HE DESCENDED THE steep hill into town, Freddie had never been happier to see the colorful houses of Chance Rapids. Growing up, he couldn’t wait to get out of his small town, but after years of living out of a suitcase with the national ski race team, he felt like he had seen enough of the world. He was and would always be a lifelong Rapidian, a local boy through and through. 

He still had a slight limp from three knee surgeries, and the first thing he did was limp into the Last Chance Tavern. After his night with Serena, he needed a drink. The so-called ‘date’ had been arranged months earlier and thinking about it had gotten him through the rainy and cold spring months. He had imagined laughing and flirting, checking out a few good movies, maybe getting some drinks, and then waking up in bed together, her hair tousled from fucking all night. In his fantasies, she would send him on his way, but not without giving him an amazing blowjob first.

What fool he was.

He spent the evening holding her lipstick and smiling pretty for the camera as she laid kisses on his cheek. The first time she had done it, his heart had raced like a runaway freight train, then he realized that once the cameras were gone, so was her affection. The movies had subtitles, and there was nothing Freddie hated worse than having to read a movie. 

Serena Cruise was beautiful, but as the night wore on, her beauty faded. There was more substance in the cold coffee in his travel mug than in her entire body. After the festival, she ran into a friend and was invited back to the city for an afterparty. Freddie was immediately excused from his position and he couldn’t have been more relieved. He was thankful that he didn’t have to spend one more minute with Serena Cruise.

The bar was quiet. It was a Sunday night after all and he slid onto a stool. The bartender, his friend Charlie, was polishing the counter and tossed the cloth over his shoulder. “Whoa, Nelly. Fancy suit, Fred. I almost didn’t recognize you.” 

Charlie was one of the most stylish men in Chance Rapids. He wore his long hair in a bun and his skinny jeans were held up with suspenders that didn’t seem to serve a purpose. As a matter of fact, Freddie had made fun of his jean/suspender combo on more than one occasion. Freddie still wore the same baggy Levi’s that he had in high school. 

“Here, you might like this,” Freddie pulled the bowtie out of his shirt pocket and tossed it at Charlie.

“A bowtie?” Charlie smiled. “You?”

“I know. You might as well have it. There’s no way I’m going to be able to tie that damn thing again.”

“Rough night?” Charlie asked.

“One of the worst nights of my life,” Freddie replied.

“Beer, or something harder?” Charlie asked. “I’ve got a nice hoppy India Pale Ale.”

Freddie found Charlie’s homemade small-batch craft beer to be hit and miss. “You know what, I will try one of your snooty beers, and I better get a shot of whiskey too.”

“You got it, boss.” Charlie poured the drinks and slid them across the bar.

Freddie gulped back the shot and took a swig of the beer. 

“Another shot?” Charlie asked.

“Make it two,” Freddie replied.

Charlie poured four shots and another beer. Freddie raised his eyebrows. Charlie shrugged, “We’re closing up shop and I can’t let you drink alone.” He ducked under the bar, flipped the open sign around and locked the door. 

They knocked back the shots, and once the fiery liquor numbed his limbs, he felt like he could finally exhale. 

“Where were you tonight?” Charlie asked. “I didn’t hear about any events up at the ski hill.”

“I was at a movie showing in the city,” Freddie replied. 

“That’s a pretty fancy suit for a movie. Wait, are those argyle socks?”

“Who are you, the fashion police?” Freddie laughed; a slight slur had made its way into his voice. 

“Easy there, tiger. I like them, that’s all.” Charlie held up his hands in front of him. “Wait, were you at the Buffalo Springs film festival?”

“Film festival, that’s what it’s called, not a movie showing.”

Charlie exhaled with a slight whistle. “That’s a big deal. Did you see any celebrities?”

“All of them. And you know what? They’re nothing special.”

Charlie pulled out his phone. Freddie groaned. Was he the only one who didn’t care about his phone? It was currently sitting in the cup holder in his truck, next to a bunch of wilted coral roses. 

“Freddie, is this you?” Charlie turned his phone around and held it in Freddie’s face. It took him a minute to register what he was looking at. A good-looking couple smiled at the camera, the hot girl kissing her boyfriend on the cheek. It wasn’t just any boyfriend, it was him. The photo certainly didn’t reflect reality. It didn’t show her brushing him aside seconds after it was taken. It didn’t show how fake her smile was and he could’ve sworn his face was a shade darker than it was in real life.

“Shit. I almost didn’t recognize myself,” Freddie handed the phone back to Charlie.

“You’re dating Serena Cruise?” Charlie asked and continued to scroll through the pictures from the evening.

“Dating? Hah, not sure that’s what you’d call it.”

“That’s what she’s calling it,” Charlie replied. 

“Where do you see that?” Freddie asked. “My name isn’t even there.”

“It’s in the hashtags. She called you her boyfriend. See here, it says #hotcouple.”

Freddie rolled his eyes. “She wishes.”

“If I could bottle your confidence and mix it with my beer, I’d be the richest brew master on the planet.”

“That’s not real life.” Freddie took a sip of his beer. “If I was her boyfriend, would I be sitting here at the bar with a hipster like you? No offense, Chuck.”

Charlie laughed. “None taken.”

Freddie was happy to be back in his town, drinking with a real friend, leaving the bright lights and fake smiles of everyone he met that evening, where they belonged, in the city at the after-party. He and Charlie sat up laughing and drinking until the early dawn sun made its entrance over the mountain peaks. Freddie stumbled home and into his bed, ready to sleep off his hangover, and forget that he ever met Serena Cruise.
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Chapter 5
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THE SONGBIRDS THAT nested outside Freddie’s window warbled and sang, each of their chirps a sweet dagger piercing his skull. He rolled over and patted his hand around his nightstand until it found the glass of water he had left there the night before. He sat up and slowly sipped to ensure that his body was ready for hydration, and once he knew it was going to stay down, he chugged the rest of it back.

He set his feet down on the hardwood floor and rested his elbows on his knees while he waited for his brain to catch up with his eyes. His head pounded and he felt like he had been run over by a dump truck. Instead of standing up, he keeled back over in bed, pulled his plaid comforter up over his head, and hoped that a few more hours of sleep would heal his hangover. It’s that craft beer, he thought to himself. I should know better.

He heard his phone buzz, vibrating on his nightstand. He ignored it. Almost immediately it buzzed again, and yet again. Whoever it was, they were damn persistent. He reached his hand out from within the sanctity of his cover cave and pulled it in to join him. He had missed three calls from Josh, his best friend. 

He pushed Josh’s contact number and closed his eyes while the phone rang. When Josh answered, Freddie croaked, “This better be important.”

“Where are you?” Josh asked.

“I’m at home,” Freddie replied, wondering if he was supposed to be somewhere. “Where else would I be?”

“Fred, you sound terrible.” Josh laughed. “Late night with a model?”

“Something like that,” Freddie murmured.

“Did you forget about the roofing party?” Josh asked.

Shit. He had totally forgotten. A group of the guys was getting together to help Josh install the new shingles on his house. 

“I’ll be there soon, Josh. Sorry for um...”

“Forgetting?” Josh finished his sentence.

“Um... yeah. You got me. BUT I’ll be there soon and I’ll make a coffee stop.”

“Don’t worry about the coffee. We’ve got more than enough to go around, but we need your air nailer and compressor.”

“Roger that, boss. I’ll be there in a flash.”

Freddie disconnected the call and hobbled out of bed to the bathroom. He splashed cold water on his face and ran his fingers through his hair, his bloodshot eyes stared back at him. He lifted his arm to give his pit a quick sniff and shrugged, it could be worse; he proceeded to add another layer of deodorant. Two minutes later he was dressed and out the door, tossing the compressor and air nailer into the truck bed.

As much as he wanted to stay in bed all day, get up around noon and devour some bacon and eggs, his group of friends helped each other out. When his house had needed new siding, his friends had gotten it done in a day. Now, it was Josh’s turn. His wife Megan was a million months pregnant and they had to put buckets and pans out to catch the water every time it rained. There was no way he could let his friends down. That’s what people do in small towns, he thought to himself as he shut the tailgate to his truck. They help each other.

He pulled out of his driveway and headed toward the main street and that’s when he heard it - a slight ticking sound. When he slowed down, the ticking slowed; when he sped up, so did the metallic ting. He stopped at the only set of traffic lights in town. The G-Spot, the local gas station and diner, was also home to the only mechanic in town, but Hank was an old-fashioned soul who still took the weekends off. Freddie made a mental note in his fuzzy brain to book an appointment to get the truck looked at first thing Monday. But it was too late, when he turned onto the main street, he heard a loud bang and a pop and then thick black smoke billowed out from under the hood. The truck sputtered, and Freddie swore it wheezed just as he eased it to the side of the road before it totally died.

Freddie groaned and leaned his pounding head on the steering wheel. This was the last thing he needed. His next big job, one that would pay the bills and then some, was in the neighboring town of Windswan, twenty minutes away. He needed this truck like he needed to breathe.

When he opened the hood, dark smoke billowed out and settled around him, the acrid smell of burnt rubber challenged Freddie’s gag reflex. He stepped back and took a deep breath. It didn’t look good, but he was no mechanic. He left his truck where it was, grabbed his toolbelt, compressor, and air nailer, and trudged down the main street to Bristlecombe.

As he arrived at Josh’s house, he could see three guys up on the roof, tossing old pieces of roofing and shingles into a big bin on the front lawn. He followed the sound of voices to the rear of the house. 

“Freddie!” The crew of people all said in unison as he approached. Baskets of croissants, tarts, and muffins sat on a folding table next to three industrial-sized coffee pots. “Is there anything left at the cafe?” Freddie joked as he grabbed a mug.

“Megan just wants this done,” Josh smiled. “She would’ve put on a twelve-course dinner if it meant she wouldn’t have to listen to a leaky roof for one more night.” Megan co-owned the Sugar Peaks Café and clearly knew how to cater to a group of hungry workers.

“Don’t worry, the beer keg is coming out at noon,” Josh grinned and elbowed Freddie, “Although you’re looking pretty rough.” Josh looked Freddie up and down.

“And smelling pretty ripe.” Freddie turned to see his older brother, Logan. “How was your big date?” Logan asked. He was carrying two bundles of shingles on his shoulder and headed to the ladder.

“Let’s just say there isn’t going to be a date number two,” Freddie grumbled.

“That’s probably a good thing,” Logan said, then leaned in to whisper, “Those models are lazy in bed,” he said before ambling up the ladder like a billy goat.

“Is Mike coming over today?” Freddie asked Josh. Mike was the lone tow truck driver in town, and also a friend of theirs. 

“He’s already up on the roof.” Josh pointed into the bright eye-piercing sky.

“Thanks,” Freddie said and squinted. He buckled his well-worn leather tool belt around his canvas work pants and set to climbing the ladder. He got a good whiff of his body odor and recoiled as a combination of alcohol and onions met his nose.

Freddie wasn’t in the mood for working, or for answering questions about his date with Serena. The only thing on his mind was his truck and his couch. 

His attitude lifted as the day progressed. Sweating in the hot summer sun was likely detoxing him faster than a lazy day watching movies. When the coffee carafes were traded in for beer kegs, it turned out that the hair of the dog was the key to what ailed him. He could feel the life coming back to his body, and with it, the stress of his impending truck repairs seemed to lift as well. He would figure it out. He always figured it out.

With the large crew, Josh’s roof was completed early in the afternoon. The Search and Rescue Volunteers were hard workers, and most of Josh’s other friends were local contractors. Megan had picked red shingles, and while most of the crew muttered about the color, when it was done, the little white bungalow with the red roof looked like something out of a magazine. The group of men sat tired and dirty at a picnic table in the back yard, admiring their work.

Mike, the tow truck driver, had a young family; he stuck around for one drink then brushed his hands and stood up to leave. “Where do you want your truck towed?” he asked Freddie. 

“I was thinking about the G-Spot, give Hank some business.”

Mike nodded. “Let me give him a call, see if he can fit you in.” Mike proceeded to make the call, told Hank what was going on, nodded a couple of times and then set down his phone. “If we go now, Hank will be at the shop and can give you an estimate.”

Freddie looked around, his friends were laughing and having fun, the last thing he was to leave the party when it was just getting started, but his truck was his business, and as much as he hated to admit it, right now he needed to be a grownup. “Alright, let’s go.”

***
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BANG. BANG. BANG. THE sharp raps on the door startled Freddie out of sleep. His eyes snapped open and the notepad on his chest slipped to the floor as he bolted upright. The sun had set, and the blue glow of twilight barely lit his living room enough for him to make his way to the door.

“Hey,” he said as he opened the door for his brother. He turned and shuffled back to the couch. Logan followed and sat in the leather armchair. 

“What, you’re not going to offer me a drink?” Logan smiled.

Freddie grunted. “You know where they are.”

“Who pissed in your cornflakes this morning?” Logan reclined back in the chair and put his big feet on the coffee table.

“I’ve just had a rough day,” Freddie replied. He clicked on a lamp and shut off the giant TV.

“We didn’t get a chance to talk today. The model wasn’t everything you’ve ever dreamed of?” Logan stood up. “Maybe I will get a drink. Want one?”

“Nah, I’m good.”

“Now I know that there’s something wrong with you,” Logan said as he returned to the living room, twisting the cap off a beer. “The date was that bad?”

“Oh, fuck. That’s the least of my problems. My truck died today.”

“Hank can’t fix it?”

“He can, but it’s going to cost an arm and a leg,” Freddie muttered.

“It’s just a truck. Kid, I can loan you the money.”

“Thanks, Logan, but I don’t want to rely on my rich brother.” He rubbed his temples, “Man, I finally felt like I was getting ahead, this Windswan job is going to be huge.”

“What are you going to do then?” Logan asked.

Freddie pulled the yellow lined notepad off the table. Figures were scribbled across the page, added up, and crossed out. “I’m trying to figure that out. Logan, I can do it on my own.”

“Okay, Freddie,” Logan smiled at him. “I know that your business has been doing well. Maybe you can talk to Sheila at the bank and get a loan. If not, we can work something out.”

“I’m going to do that as soon as the bank opens tomorrow,” Freddie smiled and pointed to the notes where ‘talk to Sheila’ was circled. He hated the idea of borrowing money from his brother. Logan had been the good brother, the big hockey star, the successful one. Freddie had always been a disappointment. He was the class clown, the daredevil kid that lived on the edge, the one that never left town and lived paycheck to paycheck. Logan was taking care of their mom. It wasn’t his job to bankroll the whole family. No, Freddie was going to figure this out on his own.

“You know what’s weird?” Freddie said. 

“What’s that?” Logan asked.

“That girl, Serena, she’s beautiful, right? But there’s nothing else to her. It made her not so hot.”

Logan laughed. “Are you saying you’re not as shallow as we all think?”

Freddie tossed a cushion at Logan. “I mean, she might’ve been fun for one night in the sack, but that’s all.”

“Our little boy is growing up.” Logan finished off his beer and stood up. 

“Shut it, Logan. Until Charlotte, all you did was bang models.”

“Guilty as charged,” Logan said. “Too bad about Serena, but I didn’t have high hopes for you and her. You will know it when you meet the right woman.”

Freddie grunted. He lived in Chance Rapids, where he knew every single person. All of the good women were married or moved away years ago. He thought that he didn’t care, but when he saw his best friend get married and his brother re-connect with his first love, he started to wonder if there was something missing from his life. “See ya, Logan.”

“Bye, Fred.” Logan left the house, shutting the door quietly behind him.

Freddie stared at his reflection in the TV, his hair was standing straight up, and even in the monotone reflection, he could see that he looked terrible. He pulled himself up off the couch, shuffled to the bathroom and turned the shower on as hot as he could get it. 

Get yourself together man. 

His phone chimed with an incoming text message as he was washing his hair. By the time he finished his shower and toweled off he had totally forgotten about it. He pulled on his comfy flannel pants and crawled into bed.

If he had looked at his phone, he would’ve seen the messages.

Call me ASAP.

From Serena.
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Chapter 6
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SERENA’S EYES SHOT open and she reached under the pillow for her phone. She had sent Freddie the text messages twelve hours ago and he still hadn’t responded. She rolled her eyes and flopped back down on her pillow.

She pulled on her yoga pants and sports bra, raked her hand through her hair to wrap it into a messy ponytail and headed out the door. She selected her running playlist and checked the time, 6:07 a.m. She would give Freddie until 8 but needed to keep her mind occupied, and running was the only thing that let her escape from her thoughts. Sadly, even the hard cardio couldn’t keep her racing brain at bay.

The money could pay for the experimental treatment for her dad, it could change everything. 

Serena had recovered from the car crash that killed her mom and sister, but her dad hadn’t fared so well. That day on the snowy roads had changed all of their lives. Serena stopped at the shore of the river and snapped a photo of herself with the candy floss colored sunrise filtering through her blonde hair.

Her phone rang and she jumped with a start. Nobody called her. She looked down at her screen and saw a Chance Rapids number. Freddie. Finally.

She knew that her behavior the night of the premiere had been abysmal, so she was somewhat surprised that he had called her back. She wanted to explain to him that she had been nervous, that a perfect performance at the premiere could lead to lucrative sponsorship opportunities that could change her life and her dad’s, forever. He had done a good job. He looked cute in the photos and let her shine. She should’ve been nicer to him. 

“Hello,” she answered.

“It’s Freddie.”

She knew exactly who it was. “Hi, Freddie. Thanks for calling me back.”

“Your message said that it was urgent.”

“It is.”

“Well, I’m heading to a job right now—”

“It sounds like you’re walking,” she said.

The was a slight pause, “I am. It’s a long story. Look, Serena. I’m going to cut to the chase. What do you want?”

“Did you see the entertainment channel’s picture of us?”

“No.”

His voice was cold and flat. This wasn’t going well. “I’m going to send it to you.” She pulled up the photo and texted it to Freddie. She heard the buzz from his phone as he received the text. She wanted to see the look on his face when he saw the picture because the photo was absolutely stunning. His steely model-like gaze penetrated the lens while he shielded Serena from the cameraman. Her dress whipped in the wind, revealing her perfectly toned legs while the skirt snaked around Freddie’s legs, and the ‘Get Electrified,’ slogan glowed vibrantly in the background. The caption read, “Serena Cruise steps out with unidentified electrician.” 

Freddie grunted. “That’s a nice picture. How did they know I’m an electrician?”

Serena bit her lip. “I’m not sure.” She wasn’t sure if he was being facetious, the truck and logo practically stole the show in the shot.

“Is this the big emergency? A picture?”

“Freddie, this picture has gone viral and the right people have seen it.”

“That’s nice.”

She was losing him.

“Freddie. The right people saw the photo and I’ve been offered an amazing deal.”

“Well, congratulations.”

“No, Freddie. It involves you. I need you.”

Serena’s running shoes crunched on the gravel pathway as she walked alongside the river.

“You need me? For what? To hold your purse and stand in the background all night?”

Shit. She hadn’t thought about it like that and needed to get to the point. There was no way he was going to agree to her scheme if he didn’t know the enormity of the offer.

“Have you heard of the diamond company, Sidney’s?”

“Nope.”

She pursed her lips, then continued, “They saw our picture and want us to represent their brand.”

“Diamonds? I think you’re on your own with that one.”

Serena sighed. He didn’t get it. “Freddie. Sidney’s is looking for couples about to get engaged. They may have assumed that you and I are, um, more serious than we are.”

She thought that she heard Freddie choke on the other end. “That’s the understatement of the century. We’re not getting engaged, we’re not even dating.”

“Well...  This was where Serena’s sales pitch came in, and it needed to be good. “They’ve offered to give us a 3-carat diamond ring, and two hundred thousand dollars.”

She heard it again, but this time was sure. Freddie choking on whatever he was drinking. “For what?”

“Freddie, I’ll split it with you. All we have to do is pretend to be engaged for a bit. You know, go pick out cakes and dresses, take some pictures together.”

“Do we get to keep the money if we fake break up after before we fake get married?”

“Yes,” Serena gushed. “We are committed to two months of content, photos, videos. You know, that kind of stuff.”

Serena’s heart was racing, her words tumbling out of her mouth almost faster than she could speak.

“Thanks for the offer, Serena, but I’m going to pass. I’m sure you’ll be able to find some other guy to play dress-up for you.”

Serena halted her speed walking as the phone clicked off and the screen went black. Had he just hung up on her? How could he turn down an offer like that? 

She headed back to her loft, peeled off her sweaty clothes and stepped into the piping hot shower. She let the water rush over her shoulders. It had to be him. The viral photo was what attracted Sidney’s diamond company. People love an opposites attract story. Serena had been so embarrassed by Freddie’s truck, but by showing up at a fancy premiere with a gorgeous electrician, she had stepped outside the lines and people were eating it up. It had to be him.

She got dressed and headed to the hospital to see her dad. She visited him every day, but that’s one thing that she kept private. The world didn’t need to see her comatose father. The doctors told her that her dad, Paul, didn’t know that she was there and that she didn’t need to come and visit for hours a day. But Serena could feel it deep in her bones. He knew she was there.

Her dad’s body was a shell of what it used to be. He once owned a landscaping company and had been in fantastic shape for his age. After the insurance money petered out, Serena had worked two jobs to pay for Paul’s care. She stumbled onto her social media stardom almost by accident, but now she had several sponsors and was making more money than she ever dreamed possible. She knew that she wasn’t being true to herself, but she didn’t care. Her real self was a daughter, and if that meant selling her soul on social media to get the best care for her dad, she’d do it over and over again in a heartbeat. This money could change everything. She needed to get Freddie on board. But how?
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Chapter 7
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FREDDIE SHIVERED AND felt ridiculous standing on the side of the road with his toolbox. He stuck his thumb out as a transport truck whizzed by, his hair whipping around in the tornado of passing wind. He had done the calculations, if he hitch-hiked to work and only ate noodles, he should be able to scrape up a deposit for his truck repairs.

Then he felt it, the first fat drop plopped so heavily he thought a bird had shat on his head, then the sky opened up and the rest of the raindrops poured down on him, beating and battering his canvas work coat.

For fuck’s sake, Freddie cursed to himself as a car passed by, spraying a tidal wave of water from the giant puddle at him. He dodged and dropped his toolbox. “Shit.” The metal latch popped open and his tools scattered along the shoulder of the highway. Freddie looked up to the sky and held his breath to stop from cursing a blue streak. He exhaled slowly, his eyes closed, and then knelt down to gather everything up. He heard a car slow down and pull off the road behind him. It’s about time, he thought. Hitchhiking as a teenager had been much easier, but back then he had been heading to parties, or over to his friend’s houses, not trying to get somewhere on time for work.

He turned and saw a beat-up sedan, its wipers swiping madly, battling the rain. He jogged up to the steamy passenger side window and as the window rolled down, he was almost overtaken by cigarette smoke. “Need a ride,” Stacy grinned.

Stacy had gone to high school with his older brother, Logan. She had been the head cheerleader, and Logan’s girlfriend at one point. Now, she looked haggard, textbook smoker’s lines worn deep into her leathery skin.

“Thanks,” Freddie smiled. Beggars can’t be choosers, he thought to himself as he settled into the passenger seat, his toolbox on his lap.

“Where are you headed?” Stacy asked, lighting up another cigarette. Freddie waited for her to crack her window, but she didn’t. He reached to crank his window down for a little fresh air.

“Windswan,” Freddie replied.

“Cigarette?” Stacy pointed to the pack in the console.

“I’m good,” Freddie replied. As a teenager, he was an Olympic hopeful, the town’s best skier, so had never taken up smoking. Not even weed.

“Suit yourself,” she said and pulled the sedan back onto the highway. The classic rock station was playing, and Stacy sang along as she sped along the highway. “Are you working in Windswan?” she asked.

“What gave it away?” Freddie smiled. He didn’t think that Stacy was a bad person. She had just been dealt a bad hand, a single mother in a small town. When she was sober, she was actually a decent person, but when she was drinking, which was pretty damn often, she turned into someone else altogether, and that person was a total bitch. But this morning, sober Stacy was giving him a ride to work and he was thankful.

She cackled. “I guess it was the toolbox or the fact that it’s before eight. And you don’t look like you were up all night partying.”

“I wish I was,” Freddie murmured.

“You and me both.” 

Freddie caught Stacy giving him sidelong glances, and it wasn’t lost on him when she took off her raincoat and puffed out her cleavage. Freddie’s friendliness was often confused as flirtation. He needed to dial back his smiles before Stacy tackled him and dragged him into the back seat of her Tercel.

Freddie had exhausted the Chance Rapids’ dating scene years earlier, which was why he had been so excited for his date with Serena. He had a reputation as a player in town, but over the past few years, the game had become repetitive and boring.

Unless a new woman moved to Chance Rapids, Freddie was going to live his life out as a bachelor and looking over at Stacy, he realized that was probably his best option.

“Where are you going this early?” Freddie asked.

Stacy trained her gaze out the front window. “I’ve got some errands to run in Windswan.”

Freddie didn’t pry any further. The welfare office was in Windswan and he guessed that she wanted to get there bright and early to collect her check.

Stacy pulled into the town square and Freddie heaved himself out of the car. “Thanks for the ride, Stacy,” he said, fighting his natural instinct to grin.

“Anytime, Freddie. And you know, you can call me for a ride anytime.” She emphasized the word ‘ride’.

“Thanks, Stacy, I appreciate that,” Freddie said. He shut the door and headed to the construction site. No matter how desperate he got, there was no way he was going to ride that woman. Her muffler rattled as she pulled away, waving out the window.

Freddie reached the construction fence, grabbed the padlock, and reached in his pocket for his keychain. The keychain that was now with Hank, the mechanic. He hung his head, water droplets from his hair ran into his eyes. Could this day get any worse?

He would have to wait until some of the other contractors arrived to open up the job site. It didn’t look good, but at least he wasn’t late. He sat on a green metal bench sheltered by a giant red maple tree and waited in the drizzle.

By 9:30 he realized that he was likely the only tradesman scheduled for the day. He decided to get a coffee and then hitch back to Chance Rapids, his socks were soaked, and he swore he was getting trench foot with every passing minute he waited. As he stood, the drizzle intensified into a hurricane level squall and even under the shelter of the formidable tree’s leaves, Freddie was soaked right through to his camouflage-patterned boxer briefs.

He sighed. He walked in the pouring rain to the local coffee shop, a chain store with orange plastic seating and ordered a black coffee. He took a sip and recoiled; it was bitter as hell.

“Could you add some cream and sugar to this?” he smiled at the young girl behind the counter.

She mirrored his smile, “Nobody orders a black coffee here,” she said and handed it to him. He took a seat at one of the plastic tables and stared out at the pouring rain. Once it let up, he would head back to Chance Rapids.

“Excuse me, sir?” He was lost in thought and snapped his head around to see the young girl standing at his table, a pad of paper in her hand. She looked down, her brown visor hiding her eyes, “Could I get your autograph?”

“Oh,” Freddie laughed. “Sorry, you’re thinking of my brother, Logan.”

Freddie had grown used the hounding Logan got every time they went out in public. He was an international hockey star, known for his willingness to sign autographs for hours.

“Logan?”

“Yeah, Logan Brush, number eighty-eight.”

“No, but you’re Freddie, Serena Cruise’s boyfriend, right?” She held out her phone where the shot of Freddie and Serena lit up the screen.

Freddie opened his mouth and then shut it. He was soaked, tired, and stank like an ashtray. He didn’t have the energy to explain his non-relationship with Serena to this wide-eyed young girl. He took her pen and scrawled his name, Freddie, on her notepad. 

“Thanks,” she gushed and clutched the spiral pad to her chest.

“No problem,” Freddie said. He stood up and made his way out of the coffee shop. He needed to get home and dry out. He walked to the highway on-ramp to Chance Rapids and waited for an hour before a car came by. And drove right by him. It was another hour before he was picked up. 

Back in Chance Rapids, the sun peeked out from behind the clouds and he reached in his pocket for his sunglasses. He always kept them in their case, safe in his jacket pocket. They weren’t there. He patted the other pockets and then groaned; his expensive sunglasses must’ve fallen out in Stacy’s car. It didn’t matter much though, the skies opened up, and once again he found himself walking in the pouring rain.

His teeth were chattering as he reached the pathway to his house. He peeled off his shirt and left it hanging over the railing to dry. He needed a shower and a drink. But first, there was one thing that he had to do. Something that every fiber of his being told him was wrong, but he couldn’t go through another day like today.

He grabbed his phone and texted Serena. “I’ll do it.”
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FREDDIE HAD TOSSED and turned all night, but after the seven-hour bus ride that stopped in every town between Chance Rapids and the city, he was convinced that he had made the right decision. After all, how hard could it be to pretend to be engaged to a beautiful woman?

Now, sitting in the lawyer’s office, he realized that this wasn’t just a handshake deal. The secretary welcomed Freddie and sat him down at a glossy conference table. “Would you like a coffee, tea, water?” she asked. 

“Coffee would be great,” he said. Caffeine be damned, he had been up since 4 a.m. He drummed his fingers on the table waiting for everyone else to arrive. 

The conference room door opened, and the secretary walked in carrying two steaming cappuccinos, followed by Serena.

She looked like a different person. The Serena that he took to the premiere wore layers of makeup and a dress worth more than a mortgage payment on his house. The Serena that walked in today had her flaxen hair pulled back into a ponytail and was wearing a white t-shirt and tight-fitting jeans with rips in the knees. He cursed as he felt his cock twitch. He knew that this was a business arrangement, but he needed to send that memo to all of his body parts.

He stood and took off his baseball hat. “Hello,” he smiled politely and reached out his hand.

Serena stopped and stared at his hand. She stepped close, right into his personal space, and wrapped her thin arms around his shoulders. He froze as she pressed her chest against his and he felt her warm breath on his earlobe. “You’d better be more convincing than that.”

Freddie pulled back and gently set his hands on Serena’s hips. She locked eyes with him, and he panicked. He’d never kissed anyone on cue before. His mind raced, trying to figure out whether he should go in hot and heavy, or if a kiss on the cheek would seem too chaste. He saw the secretary watching them and realized that he needed to do something. He reached for Serena’s hand and pulled it up to his lips, planting a kiss on the back of her hand. “Hello, Sweetheart,” he said. 

The secretary turned and left. Serena shook her head as she pulled her hand from his grasp. “Nice try,” she muttered.

“What?” Freddie whispered. “I thought this whole thing was pretend, you know, for the cameras.”

“Sidney’s thinks we’re a real couple, in love. We need to make it believable,” she reached out and laced her fingers through his. They felt like bird bones, so fine he could crush them. There was no warmth, no excitement, it was as though they were in a lingering business handshake, their fingers were interwoven, but no energy passed between them.

Freddie reached for his coffee with his left hand.

“Wait,” Serena said.

Freddie paused and set the fancy coffee cup back on the saucer. “What?”

Serena pushed the coffees together, and that’s when Freddie noticed the cinnamon sprinkles on top were shaped in a heart. 

“Put your left hand on the cup as if you’re about to pick it up.” She ordered.

“Why?” 

“I’m going to post this.” Serena rested her perfectly manicured fingers on the handle of her coffee cup.

Freddie groaned. “You can’t be serious. Who cares about coffee? As a matter of fact, where’s that secretary? I didn’t order this fancy stuff.”

“I know,” Serena turned to him, her face serious, “I changed your order. Cappuccinos photograph so much better than plain coffee.”

“Whoa, hold on there, Missy—” Freddie could feel his face flush. 

“Just do it, Freddie,” Serena interrupted.

What have I gotten myself into? Freddie sighed and rested his thick fingers on the coffee cup’s handle. Then, as a joke, he stuck his pinky finger out. He looked over to Serena and smiled.

She smiled but then rolled her eyes, “Come on.”

Freddie’s smile faded as he dutifully and awkwardly placed his hand on the cup and Serena proceeded to take fifteen different shots before they were interrupted by the arrival of the Sidney’s executives.

Freddie stood and pulled Serena’s chair out for her. She smiled sweetly and he rested his hand on her lower back, guiding her to the end of the table where they exchanged handshakes with the executives. He was always a gentleman, so acting the part of one wasn’t a challenge for him. But playing the part of a man in love with a shell of a woman like Serena, it was going to be the toughest thing he’s ever had to do.

The two executives sat across the table from Serena and Freddie. The balding man was the head of the marketing department for Sidney’s, and the attractive brunette was their lawyer. As the lawyer, Carolyn, walked them through the agreement, Freddie found himself studying her, and while she was older than him by at least ten years, he found the smile lines beside her eyes attractive. Her voice was silken, not like Serena’s valley girl baby voice, and the intelligence and poise she exuded was making him grow hard. He cleared his throat and shifted uncomfortably in the leather chair as his cock pressed against the zipper of his jeans. His eyes went to Carolyn’s fingers and noticed that she wasn’t wearing a ring. This was the kind of woman he needed. 

Freddie stopped listening to the words from the executives and started imagining what Carolyn’s undergarments looked like. He figured they had to be expensive and classy.

Serena slapped the side of Freddie’s thigh and he was jolted out of his daydream.

“Mr. Brush, are you able to agree to those terms?” The balding Mr. Clayburn repeated.

Freddie shook the silky lacy panties from his brain and cleared his throat. “Sure.”

“Okay, great.” Carolyn smiled. She pushed two copies of the thick contract toward Freddie and Serena and handed them pens. She pointed to several places throughout the contract and Freddie dutifully initialed and signed. He kept his eyes on the paper because he knew he wouldn’t be able to resist stealing a glance down Carolyn’s camisole as she leaned across the table.

“Alright, you crazy kids,” Carolyn smiled and gathered up the paperwork. She pushed the buzzer on the intercom and asked the receptionist to come in and make copies. “The first installment will be made today, and the balance will be funded at the end of the contract provided all of the terms are met.”

Freddie had no idea what he had just signed. When the receptionist returned with their copies, he took the thick manila envelope in his hands and felt a lump in his throat. Instead of ogling the lawyer, he should’ve been paying attention. What was wrong with him?

“How much is the first installment?” Freddie asked.

“It’s all outlined in the paperwork,” Serena whispered.

Carolyn smiled at Freddie. “It’s a lot to take in. The first installment is twenty percent.”

Freddie did some quick calculations, that meant forty thousand, split fifty-fifty, enough to get his truck fixed. How naïve could he be, thinking they were going to stroll into Sidney’s offices and walk out with a two hundred-thousand-dollar check.

“Thanks,” Freddie muttered.

“It was a pleasure doing business with you,” Mr. Clayburn said and stood up. They shook hands and the executives packed up their documents and strode out of the office. The whole meeting couldn’t have been longer than twenty minutes. Freddie and Serena were left standing alone in the conference room. Freddie gripped the back of the leather chair, unsure of what to do next.

He looked over at Serena, who grinned and pulled him in for a hug. “Congratulations, partner,” she whispered in his ear. “We just made a ton of money.” 

It was business. That was how he was going to do it. Serena was his new business partner and together they were going to help fatten up each other’s bank accounts. He reached his hands up to Serena’s jaw and pulled her in for a kiss. An empty business kiss. Yes, he could do this.

She pulled back; her eyes wide.

“Is that better?” he grinned.

Serena nodded; her lips slightly agape.

“C’mon, sweetheart. Let’s go cash our check.”

Together they strutted through the hallways of the twentieth floor and once they were in the elevator, Serena screamed out and jumped into Freddie’s arms. He wasn’t ready for her exuberance but caught his fake girlfriend and gripped her tightly. It wasn’t until he set her down that he noticed the tears in her eyes.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“I’m just happy, that’s all,” she smiled. 

Freddie smiled back. Her voice had changed. The valley girl inflection was gone, and he heard her voice as he’d never heard it before. It was an odd combination of sweet and husky.

She wiped away her tears and straightened up her t-shirt. “This is like, going to be fun.”

The baby talk was back.

Freddie slung his arm over her shoulder. “This is just a business arrangement, sweetheart. You remember that.”

She turned to stare at Freddie. “You’re the lucky one. YOU remember that,” she jabbed his chest with her finger. “And, you might want to read over the contract Einstein. No more ogling middle-aged lawyers, and you’re going to have to keep this in your pants,” she reached out and grabbed Freddie’s package.

He stiffened and pulled his arm from her shoulders, wondering what the contract said about physical contact. He didn’t like Serena, but this fiery side of her had really turned him on. 
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Chapter 9
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“YOU’VE GOT TO BE KIDDING me,” Charlotte said as she looked up from the paperwork. “You agreed to this?”

Freddie had deposited his twenty grand in the bank, pecked Serena on the cheek and promptly hopped on the bus back to Chance Rapids. On the ride, he pulled out the paperwork, but he was quickly lost in the legal jargon. 

Now, he was sitting in the O’Hare real estate office, hoping that his brother’s girlfriend could provide him with some guidance. 

“Um. Yeah,” Freddie said.

“Oh, Fred. You should’ve told me, or at least had a lawyer look it over. Did you know that you signed an NDA?”

“An N. D. What?” Freddie leaned forward onto Charlotte’s desk to see what she was pointing at.

“You’re technically breaking it right now, by showing this to me. You agreed to keep this deal secret from everyone. That means your mom, your friends, your brother. Me.”

“Wait, so everyone has to think that this is real? We can’t just tell them we signed a deal?” Freddie looked up at Charlotte. “I thought we would just take a couple of pictures and do some public appearances.”

Charlotte continued to flip through the pages of the thick document and shook her head. “If word gets out that this is a paid contract, you forfeit all the money and will have to return the deposit, plus interest.”

“I already spent it.” Freddie groaned and pressed his hands to his eyes.

“On what?” Charlotte set down the paperwork and stared at Freddie. “You’re not the spending type.”

“My truck died. That’s why I agreed to this whole...” He pointed to the contract, “thing.”

Charlotte pulled her thick black-framed glasses off and ran her fingers through her raven-colored hair. “Why didn’t you come to us? We could’ve helped you out with the cash. We’re not miracle workers. We can’t help you out of this mess.” She pointed to the contract with the end of her pen.

Charlotte was a multi-millionaire, who in all likelihood had more money than his brother.

“Thanks, Charlotte, Logan already offered to help with the truck, but I’m tired of taking money from him. He’s done so much for me already, I can’t always be leaning on my big brother.” He slumped into the chair. “I got myself into this mess, I’ll get myself out of it.”

Charlotte’s eyes softened and she got up from behind her desk and squeezed Freddie’s shoulder. “I get that.” She took a seat in the leather club chair beside Freddie and crossed her legs. 

Since Charlotte was his brother’s high school sweetheart, he saw her as the sister he never had, but her sexiness wasn’t lost on him. His brother was a lucky man. 

“This is what you’re going to do.” Charlotte set the paperwork back in Freddie’s hands. “You’re going to keep your mouth shut. You never showed me this.” She gripped the envelope before releasing it into his hands. 

“I can’t ask you to do that,” Freddie said. “How can you keep this from Logan?”

“We’re going to be in the same boat, Fred. It sucks, but after the two months is over, we’ll be able to tell him. When you two ‘break up’...” she used air quotes, “after the contract is over, what you do and say is none of their business.”

“He’s going to think that I’ve lost my mind, getting engaged to Serena.”

“Yep,” Charlotte said. “The whole town is going to think you’ve gone off the deep end, but if you want the money, you’re going to have to sell this thing.” She sat up tall and smiled. “And I will help you. The first thing you have to do is propose.”

Freddie groaned. “Can’t she just take pictures of the ring?”

Charlotte laughed. “There are three paragraphs dedicated to the details of your proposal. And, you have to go sample wedding cakes, pick out invitations, the whole shebang. Get ready, Freddie, your new girlfriend is going to be your full-time job.”

“Speaking of girlfriend,” Freddie’s voice trailed off.

Charlotte turned to face him, her eyes dancing; she knew what he was asking. “That’s not outlined in the contract because they think you’re a real couple. So, if you decide that you want to, you know, consummate your fake engagement, that’s up to the two of you.”

“She’s a terrible person Charlotte, but you never know,” Freddie smiled wryly.

“And you’re a man, but Freddie, don’t get wrapped up in this woman.”

It was Freddie’s turn to laugh. “Come on, Charlotte. She’s the last person on Earth I would ever want to be with.”

“Just keep it that way,” Charlotte replied. “Now let’s plan your proposal.”
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THE SUN STREAMED IN through the curtains at the Willowrun long-term care facility. Serena stretched her arms and rolled her head back and forth. It wasn’t the first time she had slept in the chair next to her dad’s bed. She rubbed her shoulder and then reached for her dad’s hand. Leaning in close to his ear, she whispered, “I’m getting engaged today.”

This wasn’t the way it was supposed to be. She should be asking him to walk her down the aisle. Her father remained motionless and Serena kissed him on the cheek. “You’re going to be there for my real wedding, I promise you that.” 

It had been a week since they had signed the Sidney’s paperwork and Serena had transferred her dad to Willowrun. It felt odd knowing that there was a man traveling to the city to propose to her. It wasn’t how she envisioned her engagement, but if it helped her dad, she was willing to give up romantic notions about her proposal.

She asked to be kept out of the loop on the details for the evening. She figured that would help with her look of surprise. However, the next thing on her to-do list was to get a fresh manicure. A perk to knowing when a man is about to kneel in front of you means that you can be sure your nails are in tip-top shape.

***
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THE SUN WAS SETTING as Freddie pulled up in front of Serena’s building, the orange glow glinted off the tall glass building and into his eyes. He wished he had his sunglasses with him. He pulled out his phone and texted her, “Here.”

She texted back, “Ok.”

The instructions said that the proposal needed to be formal and extravagant. For the millionth time, Freddie patted the jacket pocket of the suit he had worn to the premiere, relaxing as he felt the pointy edges of the ring box, he hadn’t lost it yet. The box felt heavy, like a chunk of lead, weighing down his pocket and his entire body. 

Sidney’s had let him pick out the ring. As he stared at the rows of royal blue boxes, he realized that he had no idea what Serena would like. In the showroom lights, the diamonds glittered like they were winking at him, mocking his indecision. He squeezed his eyes shut and imagined holding the hand of his girlfriend, a real girlfriend, and what her ring would look like; then it was easy. That ring would have a thin band and a simple square stone, like the one in the middle of the display case. His decision was made. “That one,” he said, pointing to the biggest and most extravagant ring, the one with three big diamonds surrounded by smaller diamonds, with even more diamonds crusted on the band. The executives had raised their eyebrows at his selection, but after signing more paperwork, Freddie was on his way.

“What, you can’t even come inside to get me?” she asked as Freddie opened the truck door for her.

She hopped inside and Freddie walked back around shaking his head. Part of his plan for surviving the next two months was to bite his tongue. 

He started up the engine and said under his breath, “The cameras aren't rolling right now, sweetheart.” He signaled and pulled the truck onto the busy road.

She shrugged and scrolled through her phone.

By now, his dislike for Serena was growing stronger with every second they spent together, but he had to admit the woman knew how to dress. Her hair was half pinned up and cascaded down over her tanned shoulders in loose waves. He looked away when she started taking pictures of herself. Whatever guy ends up with her is going to be one lonely man, he thought to himself.

When Freddie and Charlotte were making the plans for the proposal, Freddie quickly realized that he shouldn't have spent the entire $20,000; the fake courtship was going to cost him an arm and a leg. He helped Serena out of the truck, handed the keys and a twenty to the valet and the two of them walked hand-in-hand into the restaurant. He caught people whispering as they walked by, to an outsider they likely looked like a celebrity couple in love. Which meant that the façade was working.

The maitre’d pulled out the chair for Serena. Freddie looked around, noting the restaurant was definitely not his scene. There were crisp white tablecloths, more forks than he knew what to do with, a pianist playing classical music, and the menu wasn’t even in English.

Serena took photos of the table setting, photos of the menu, photos of her hand holding her glass, and almost as an afterthought, she asked their server to take a picture of her and Freddie. As they held up their champagne flutes, he’d never felt more like a fraud in his life.

The portion sizes were miniscule with the food piled so intricately on his plate, he didn't even know how to approach eating it. Even after dessert, he was still starving. When Serena excused herself to go to the ladies’ room, he pulled out the piece of paper he had kept folded into his jacket pocket to consult the schedule. 

Well, part one is almost done, he thought to himself grimly. He folded the paper back up and placed it back in his pocket. He didn't feel nervous, the whole thing just felt like a chore.

He paid the very expensive bill and as the two of them were leaving the restaurant, the horse-drawn carriage pulled up in front, perfectly on time. Serena pulled out her phone and recorded the arrival of their ride.

“Milady,” Freddie smiled for the video and crooked his arm for Serena. She smiled and accepted, but when the camera turned off, she let go and her face fell flat and emotionless. She was going through the motions too. 

As the horses clip-clopped through the city streets, Freddy glanced at Serena. Her hair was blowing in the wind, and he knew that she looked beautiful, but in the way that catalog models look beautiful. Pretty to look at, fun to imagine, but in reality, flat – creatures who should stay where they look best - on paper. 

He felt her shiver and he took off his suit jacket to wrap around her shoulders. She turned to him and smiled. “Thank you, Fred.”  

It was a mystery to Freddie why women liked horses and carriages so much. The ride was slow, boring, and a little bit stinky. Serena was back on her phone again, so Freddie stared up at the night sky and searched for the stars that weren’t there. The light pollution from the city made sure of that. Why does anyone live here? He wondered for the millionth time that day.

Serena seemed lost in thought, her gaze trained on the rear end of the horse. The contract read that the proposal needed to happen in a public place that was highly populated. When he really proposed, to his real fiancée, it would be intimate and private, not a public spectacle.

Their carriage driver pulled up in front of the Limton building, the tallest in the city. Freddie sighed, hopped out, and reached for Serena’s hand. The two of them strode past the lineup for the observation deck, the tourists gaped at the glamorous couple as they bypassed the line and were escorted directly into the elevator.

As the elevator doors closed, Freddie and Serena mutually let their hands fall apart. Freddie watched the numbers as they climbed to the top of the building. Serena’s gaze was focused on the seam between the two doors. 

“Is everything okay?” Freddie asked.

Serena blinked her eyes and snapped her gaze to him, “Yes, why?”

“You seem distracted.” 

“Oh, it’s just, there’s a lot of stuff going on right now.”

Serena’s voice was soft and even. 

“You mean more than being on time for your scheduled engagement?”

He caught the slight upturn of Serena’s lips as she hid her smile. “Thank you for doing this.”

“It’s helping me too,” Freddie said. “So, thank you.”

The elevator dinged as they reached the penthouse level. Freddie took Serena’s hand in his, and for the first time her cold fish hand squeezed back, and this time it was a little bit warmer.

The stagnant smoggy air had sunk to street level, and when they stepped outside, they were met with a crisp evening breeze. Freddie could’ve sworn he smelled the apple blossoms all the way from the valley. The moon had climbed high into the sky, and was one day away from being full, the jagged peaks of the mountains glowed in its light.

“Look at the mountains,” she gasped. 

“You’ve never been up here?” Freddie asked. The Limton building observation deck was on all the tourist brochures as a must-do sight-seeing event, and tonight the deck was at its capacity as tourists milled around checking out the moon.

“No, I haven’t,” she replied. She stepped to the edge of the deck and bent to peer through the big metal binoculars. “Where is Chance Rapids?” she asked.

Freddie leaned over Serena and adjusted the binoculars to face north. “Do you see that jagged peak – the tall one that looks like a cookie that’s someone taken a bite out of?”

“I do,” she giggled. “It totally looks like bite marks in a cookie,”

“That’s Sugar Peak, the tallest in the mountain range. Chance Rapids is at the base.”

“It must be beautiful there.” 

Freddie could feel Serena’s back expanding and contracting as she inhaled and exhaled, taking in the view. He’d grown up in Chance Rapids and had never looked at the town from an outsider’s perspective. “You know what? It is beautiful. It’s not without its faults though.”

Serena stood up and Freddie’s arm slipped from the binoculars to her shoulder. She turned to face him, “Things aren’t always as pretty and shiny as they seem, are they?”

Freddie didn’t know what she meant. Was she referring to herself? Man, women are confusing, he thought. It seemed like a trap. “Um. Right,” he said. He drew her away from the edge and escorted her around the corner of the building. Red velvet ropes surrounded a single table draped in a red checkered tablecloth, a silver candelabra with seven candles burning brightly in the center. As they approached, a violinist stepped out of the shadows and started to play. Freddie could feel all the eyes on the observation tower turn to stare at them, all of a sudden, the couple was a lot more interesting than the city skyline.

Freddie pulled out a chair for Serena and as he took his seat opposite her, a tuxedo-clad waiter arrived with two slices of cheesecake, a bottle of champagne, and some chocolate covered strawberries.

The waiter popped the cork and filled their glasses. The light from the candles danced in Serena’s eyes and she smiled widely at Freddie as they clinked their glasses together. In his peripheral vision, Freddie could see the eerie blue glow produced by cell phones as the crowd recorded their moment.

“Do you feel like you’re on stage?” he whispered through his forced smile.

“Just go with it,” she whisper-smiled back.

Freddie picked up a strawberry and fed it to Serena, the berries were in season and the sweet juice ran down his thick fingers as she took a bite. She picked up a strawberry and proceeded to feed it to Freddie.

Anywhere else, with anyone else, this would’ve been a huge turn on, but now he empathized with the monkeys at the zoo.

He cleared his throat and stood up. He walked to the far side of Serena so that his voice would carry loud enough for the crowd to hear what he was about to say.

Serena looked up at Freddie, her eyes wide with expectation, and his heart started to hammer against his ribcage. Real or not, asking someone to marry you wasn’t as easy as Freddie had thought it would be. Murmurs from the crowd grew louder and as Freddie knelt on one knee, he heard its collective gasp.

“Serena, from the moment I met you, I knew that you were the one. No one has ever made me feel the way you do.”

That part was true. She frustrated the hell out of him. He pulled the royal blue box out of his jacket pocket, his hands shaking as he creaked the box open, presenting Serena with the huge ring. “Serena Cruise. Will you marry me?”

Serena brought her hands to her mouth, and with great exaggeration, she nodded her head yes. Then she said it out loud, “Yes.” 

Freddie pulled the ring out and slid it on her finger. Sidney’s knew her ring size, so it fit perfectly. 

The crowd went wild, screaming and hooting as Serena stood up.

Freddie pulled her in tightly to him and he squeezed his eyes shut to protect them from the camera flashes as they kissed. When he opened his eyes, he saw tears were streaming down Serena’s face.

He whispered in her ear, “You should win an Oscar.”

“It was perfect,” she whispered back.

They turned to the crowd and waved. Their waiter had passed out sparklers and the night was aglow as they made their exit.

Freddie had done it. He was fake engaged to Serena Cruise.
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Chapter 11
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SERENA ROLLED OUT OF bed and padded into her bathroom. She splashed some cold water on her face and the unfamiliar sparkle of the diamond ring on her left hand caught her eye. She held out her hand. It definitely wasn’t a ring she would’ve picked for herself; it was huge and sparkly – hard to miss. 

The evening had gone perfectly. Serena hoped that when she got engaged for real, her fiancé would whisk her off her feet and they would spend the night in a sweaty entanglement of sheets and orgasms. 

That’s not what happened – last night her fake fiancé ran for the hills the first chance he got. 

As she toweled off her hair, she scrolled through her photos from the evening. It couldn’t have looked more perfect. She had thousands of notifications and messages from well-wishers. More than she could ever hope to respond to. 

But with thousands of messages in her inbox, Serena had never felt more alone. She didn’t have any close friends. Sure she had many acquaintances but she didn’t have that person. The one that you call when you have news so exciting, you could burst. The person who would answer your call at four a.m. 

Her family had been those people. Sitting on the edge of her bed wrapped in her towel, she thought about how she would do anything to get her sister and mom back. It only made sense that she would get married to a man she barely knew to get her dad back.

***
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FREDDIE HEARD A SHARP rap on the door. His ladder was obstructing the front door where he saw Charlotte and Logan waiting. He shoved the screwdriver into his toolbelt and clambered down and moved the ladder out of the way.

“Good morning,” Charlotte said.

“Morning,” Freddie replied. The ladder clattered as he dragged it back into place so he could finish installing the ceiling fan.

“Morning, Sunshine,” Logan said. “You look like shit.”

“Thanks,” Freddie muttered.

“Big party last night?”

Freddie shot a glance at Charlotte. She pursed her lips at him, kissed Logan on the cheek, and patted his ass before and heading into her office.

“Something like that,” Freddie replied. “I got in late.”

He had dropped Serena off and driven straight back to Chance Rapids. He hated driving the mountain pass at night this time of year because of the wildlife. More than one of his friends had hit a deer, but his real fear was the moose. With their reflection-less eyes, hitting one of them didn’t go well for anyone involved and the last thing he needed was to have to repair his truck. Again.

“You want to come to Josh and Megan’s for dinner tonight?” Logan asked, his gaze trained on his girlfriend’s pencil-skirted behind as she walked away. “Megan is making burgers.”

Freddie’s mouth started watering. Megan Johnson’s dinner parties had become so legendary, she could give Martha Stewart a run for her money. 

“I wish. I have to go back to the city.” Freddie sighed and clambered down the ladder. “Say hi to Megan and Josh for me, and sneak some of the burgers into your pocket for me.”

Charlotte returned to the front of the office; her neck craned to look up at the ceiling fan. “It looks great. Thanks, Fred.”

“Freddie can’t make it tonight,” Logan said to Charlotte.

“It’s okay,” Freddie yelled, his voice echoing through the big building. “Logan’s going to stick some burgers in your handbag. Bring your biggest one.” 

“There’s no way I’m sticking Megan’s butter filled burgers in any bag of mine. Babe, we might have to move the dinner party to our place on Friday. I just booked an appointment for tonight.” 

Works for me. I’ve gotta go, Char.” Logan kissed Charlotte on the cheek. “I’ve got an early practice on Friday, so if that works for Meg, that works for me.”

“I’ll call her and see,” Charlotte replied.

Logan pulled Charlotte in tightly and nuzzled into her neck. She giggled.

“Ugh. Get a room you two,” Freddie groaned. 

Logan stepped awkwardly around the ladder and squished his massive body through the doorway. Freddie turned to see Charlotte watching him with an amused look on her face. “He’s superstitious, like all hockey players. There’s no way he’d walk under this ladder.”

Charlotte smiled, “I didn’t know that about him.” She sat down on one of the construction sawhorses. “I see it went well.” 

Freddie sat down beside her and took a sip of coffee from his thermos. “What?”

“The proposal, you idiot.”

“Right. That.” He sipped again.

“She posted a million photos and videos.” Charlotte held up her phone and shook it. “The photographer that was planted got some great footage.”

“Let me see it,” Freddie said.

“You mean that you don’t follow your own fiancée on social media?”

“I’m not on social media. Waste of time.” Freddie felt like he was watching someone else get down on one knee in high definition. He clicked off the video. “That’s enough,” he said and handed Charlotte her phone. He unbuckled his tool belt and closed up his toolbox.

“Done for the day?” she asked.

“I wish. I’m heading to Windswan, and then I have that cake tasting thing.”

“Back in the city?” Charlotte asked.

“Yep,” Freddie sighed. “I’m going to be doing a lot of driving back and forth for the next little while.”

“Wait one minute,” Charlotte said. “You two are splitting the money fifty-fifty, right?”

“Yep. A hundred grand each.”

Charlotte leaned over, her elbows on her knees, “Why are you the one doing all the work then?”

Freddie paused. He hadn’t really thought about it, but Charlotte was right. “I guess that’s where all the wedding crap is.”

“How much sleep did you get last night?” Charlotte asked. 

“I don’t know, an hour, maybe. This helps.” Freddie held up his giant thermos of coffee.

“I have an idea.” Charlotte’s eyes flashed. “Why don’t you invite her up here for the weekend. Megan can bake some cakes for the tasting, you can visit the lodges and the resort, you know, scouting the location for your wedding. She’s got to be able to stretch out a weekend’s worth of photo opportunities over a couple of weeks. That will save you from having to drive back and forth.”

“And spend as much time with her,” Freddie grumbled.

“She’s that bad?” Charlotte asked.

“I mean, there’s just not much to her,” Freddie replied. “I like your plan, but there’s one big problem.”

“And what’s that.” Charlotte stood up and smoothed out her skirt.

“If she comes here, I’m going to have to actually tell people that I’m engaged.”

Charlotte snorted and held out her phone. “She’s got three million followers, I’m pretty sure that cat’s out of the bag.”

“Did you just snort?” Freddie asked. “And what’s the chance that anybody here in town follows her?”

Charlotte sighed, ignoring the snort comment. “Did you think that you were going to be able to keep this a secret?”

“That was the plan, I guess.”

“Oh, Freddie.”

“Don’t ‘oh Freddie’ me. I’ll take care of it.”

“Okay,” Charlotte rubbed Freddie’s shoulder. “It’s all going to work out, but the first thing you need to do is tell that brother of yours. If he finds out through the Chance Rapids rumor mill, there’s going to be hell to pay.”

Freddie knew that she was right. He was going to have to own this fake engagement, and the first thing he had to do was tell his brother. The second was to bring his fake fiancée to his hometown. 
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Chapter 12
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SERENA HAD SPENT THE morning meeting with her dad’s specialist, Dr. Wiseman. They had a lengthy meeting about a new clinical trial, and while it was risky, Serena had decided that it had to be better than what they were doing now, which was waiting. 

When she agreed to go to the mountains for the weekend, she hadn’t anticipated the number of clothes she would need. At first, she had resisted but realized that they could create a boatload of content over a weekend and probably not have to see each other again for another month or so. She carefully packed her giant suitcase with her ‘picking out the cake outfit’ options, her ‘touring the wedding location’ outfits, and her yoga clothes for all of the great mountain shots she was going to take.

She navigated her Prius out of the city and punched in the address Freddie had given her. The sun was shining as she exited the main highway onto the Number nine which snaked into the mountains. She turned off the air conditioning, rolled down the windows, and let her hair whip in the hot breeze. She stopped at every scenic checkpoint to take photos, but none was as scenic as the view of Chance Rapids from the roadway above. The colorful houses looked like they came from another era or Iceland. The river that had gurgled along beside the highway fell off into a huge waterfall, pooling several hundred feet below before running smack dab through the center of the town. She pulled the hood of her sweatshirt up over her hair to protect it from the mist of the waterfall since she didn’t want to show up with frizzy hair. She hadn’t realized that it was going to be twenty degrees cooler in the mountains and shivered and wished that she had thrown her cute down puffy into her already bulging suitcase.

“Well, here goes,” she said to herself. She got back into the car and made her way down the steep incline into the town.

She checked the time. With all of her stops, the drive had taken double what she had planned. Her navigation system directed her down the main street of town. Quaint shops lined the street and flowers baskets adorned the iron lampposts that stood sentry along the street. When she got out of her car and stretched, her stomach let out a huge growl. She spotted a coffee shop across the street and made her way to the only traffic light so that she could cross. She was supposed to message Freddie when she got into town but wasn’t quite ready to jump into their weekend just yet.

Just ahead of her, a man with a cane and a fedora was making his way along the sidewalk very slowly. She was itching for the first opportunity to sneak around the old guy and felt like she was going to die from starvation inching along at his snail-like pace. The opportunity never presented itself. She joined him at the corner, and they waited for the light to change together. He turned to face her and smiled a denture filled grin, “Hello.”

Serena looked behind her, there was no one there. She pointed to herself, “Are you talking to me?” she asked.

“Of course,” he croaked. The crossing signal turned to walk. “You have yourself a great day,” he said and slowly stepped off the curb.

Serena had grown up in the city, strangers didn’t say hi to her, or wish her a good day. She took a deep breath, feeling like an alien in the small town. “Allow me?” she stepped beside the old man and crooked her arm. 

“Thank you dear,” he said. Together the two of them set a slightly faster pace across the road.

As the reached the other side he smiled and tipped his hat at her, “Thank you Miss.” 

“Have a good day,” she said, feeling proud of herself for her good deed.

She stepped into the log cabin café and was surprised by the variety on the menu, she could easily have been in one of the trendiest coffee houses in the city. She ordered a latte and scrolled through her phone while she waited for the pretty blonde girl to steam the milk. She snapped a few photos of the coffee shop and a couple of the leaf pattern in her latte.

She reached for her cup, but hesitated, “Miss, could I get another to go? Just a coffee?”

“Black?” the girl asked.

Serena had no idea what Freddie took in his coffee. “Yeah,” she replied. “But, maybe a couple of sugar’s and cream on the side. I’m not sure what he takes.”

The girl nodded, her voluminous ponytail swung down her back as she poured the coffee.

“He takes two cream and three sugars,” a deep voice said from behind her.

The barista nodded and Serena caught the blush on her chest before she turned to face the bulkier, slightly taller version of her fiancé, Logan.

“I hear you’re in town for the weekend,” Logan smiled and ordered an americano.

“I am.” Serena replied. “Lots of stuff to get done.”

“Oh really,” Logan grinned. “I’m sure that Freddie has lots of, stuff, planned.” He laughed slightly as he said the word stuff.

Is that all men think about? She wondered. “No, wedding stuff,” she said and pressed Logan’s chest with her palm, a well practiced ‘you’re so silly’ gesture.

As Serena reached for the second cup of coffee, her ring glinted in the pendant lights of the café, and she saw the color drain from Logan’s face.
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Chapter 13
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FREDDIE STEPPED OUT of the shower and checked his phone. Serena was four hours late, which suited him just fine. He toweled off his hair and wiped the steam from the mirror. The weekend was going to be a tough one, but if he could get through the next forty-eight hours, everything was going to be fine.

He heard footsteps on the front porch and rushed to his bedroom to throw on some clothes. They had planned to meet here, take some casual photos and then head to Charlotte and Logan’s place for dinner. 

Now, the cozy photo shoot would have to wait. He heard the knock again, “Hold on,” he shouted. The knock on the door was a full out cop knock, and he swore that she was trying to pound the door off its hinges.  

He pulled his jeans up over his wet legs, arching his back as he gingerly zipped them up over his package, boxers would have to wait. His bare feet patted on the floor as he jogged to answer the door, but before he reached got there, the door burst open. It wasn’t Serena.

It was Logan. And he looked pissed.

“When were you going to tell me that you proposed to that twit?” Logan’s nostrils flared as he slammed the door, shaking the little bungalow.

“It’s not what it looks like,” Freddie said, holding his hands up defensively. It had been a long time since he and his brother had exchanged blows, but he remembered who came out on top, and it wasn’t him.

“Is that what you spend your money on? A ring?”

“No, Logan. Calm down.”

“Calm down? That’s rich Fred. You’ve made some stupid decisions in your life, but this, I mean, man, this takes the cake.”

Freddie remembered Charlotte’s words, Logan would understand the situation when all was said and done, but Freddie didn’t know how to calm down the beast that stood in front of him today. Instead of matching the raging hulk in front of him, he sat down on the sofa. “Logan, I love her.”

“How can you love her? You’ve been on what, two dates with her?”

“When you know, you know,” Freddie said. He hated lying to his brother, and he hated spouting out old clichés that he didn’t believe in. “You’ve just got to trust me on this—"

A light knock at the door interrupted Freddie. “That’s her.”

Logan threw his arms up in the air. “I’m out of here.”

“See you at dinner?” Freddie said as he walked to the door.

“Is that tonight?” Logan grumbled. “Yeah, whatever. See ya bro.” Logan pulled open the door and stormed past Serena, who stood shell shocked in his wake holding two cups of coffee.

“Two cream and three sugar?” she said quietly and handed him the cup.

“Thanks,” he said. “Come in.” He opened the door wide and Serena stepped inside the house trailing a giant suitcase on wheels.

He set the coffee down on the counter and opened the fridge. “It’s too late for coffee. Beer?” he held up a bottle.

“Sure,” Serena replied. “Where should I put this?” she pointed to the monstrosity on wheels.

“You can put it in the bedroom there,” he said.

Serena trundled down the hallway and yelled, “There’s no bed in here, just weights.”

Logan had lived in Freddie’s spare room when he returned to Chance Rapids, but when he moved into Charlotte’s mansion, Freddie had transformed it into a home gym.

“No, the other one.”

Serena returned to the kitchen and Freddie passed her the bottle of beer. “I guess we should talk about the um, sleeping arrangement,” she said and took a sip.

“Don’t worry, I’ll sleep on the couch,” he said. “It’s where I fall asleep most night’s anyway.”

“What’s up with Logan?” she leaned against the counter. 

She was wearing jeans and white t-shirt again. With the beer in her hand she almost looked like she belonged in his kitchen. If he had to be fake engaged to someone, at least she wasn’t hard to look at.

“He found out about us before I could tell him.” Freddie said.

Serena looked to the ground. “I, um...I might have told him.”

“You what?”

“I saw him at the coffee shop and mentioned that we had a lot of wedding stuff to do this weekend.”

Freddie groaned. 

“I didn’t know that you hadn’t told him,” she said, her voice shaking.

The waver in her voice caught Freddie off guard. She hadn’t done anything wrong; he should’ve told Logan, he just hadn’t figured out the right way to do it. “It’s okay, Serena. He’s just taking his big brother bear role a little too seriously. I just wish that I could tell him the truth.”

“We can’t, you know how important that is, right? We could lose all the money.”

“I know, I know.” Freddie muttered. “Well, cheers.” He held up his beer bottle. “To our first weekend together as an engaged couple.”

Serena tapped his bottle with hers, “To making the best of it,” she replied grimly and they both sipped their beer.

“Right,” he replied, but felt a touch of sadness. Making the best of an engagement just seemed wrong to him. “Let me get a shirt on, and then we can go be at Logan’s mercy for the rest of the night.”

“Sounds lovely.”

Freddie smiled and looked her up and down; she stood leaning against the counter, her arms and feet crossed, eyebrows raised. “Sarcasm suits you,” he said.

“Thanks. I think?” she replied.

Freddie pulled on a plaid cotton shirt and tucked it into his jeans, grabbed a flat brimmed black hat off his dresser and swiped on some deodorant.

“Come on, love of my life, let’s get this over with,” he said and grabbed Serena by the hand.

***
[image: image]


SERENA FILMED THEIR trip across town and through the covered bridge. Chance Rapids was a nice town, with cute little houses, but as soon as they exited the darkness of the covered bridge, Serena was shocked by the palatial homes that lined the road as it switchbacked up the mountain.

“There’s the ski hill,” Logan pointed to an A-frame chalet that sat at the end of a dirt parking lot. 

“Do they leave the little thingies there all summer?” she asked, pointing to the gondola lift.

“You mean the gondola cabins?” 

“Right, gondola, that’s the word I was looking for,” she replied.

“They do, the mountain biking season with be starting soon.”

“People bike down that?” Serena craned her neck to try to see the top of the peak.

“Yep. And there’s a glacier up there, that’s where the ski team practices in the summer.” As a teenager Freddie had a year-round goggle tan from spending so much time on the mountain.

“That’s incredible, can we go up there?”

“I’m sure I could make those arrangements,” Freddie replied. He had a good relationship with the family that owned the resort. Sugar Peaks was one of the last family owned ski resorts in the state, and the small touches, like Grannie Mable cheffing up her Chili in the day lodge were what made it special.

Serena put down her phone and rolled down the window to look higher into the sky. 

“What’s that?” she pointed to the field of wildflowers.

“That’s Boris,” Freddie laughed and pulled over onto the shoulder of the road.

Serena was confused, “Boris?” 

“You know, the bear?”

“That’s a bear?” Serena gasped and squinted her eyes at the dark blob. “How can you tell?”

“I’ve lived here my whole life. They’re easy to spot.”

“He’s moving,” she squealed and rolled up her window.

“It’s okay,” Freddie laughed. “And look, Boris is a she...”

The blob was heading toward them, and Serena could make out the rounded ears. Then she saw two smaller blobs. “Are those babies?”

“Cubs,” Freddie said. “That bear has been hanging out in the Sugar Peaks subdivision for a few weeks now.”

The bear had come close enough that Serena could make out her face and see the roly poly cubs frolicking behind their mother. “If they weren’t so scary, they’d be cute,” she said.

“They’re more scared of us, trust me. Although, I wouldn’t want to get in between that momma and her babies. They will defend their cubs from anything, or anyone, who gets in between them.”

The two bears cubs played with each other, following the heels of their mother, who would turn every few moments to ensure that they hadn’t fallen behind. It was the sweetest thing Serena had ever seen. As she watched the planet earth episode unfolding right in front of her, a lone tear escaped from her eye.

Embarrassed, she quickly wiped away the tear with the back of her hand. “We should get going, we don’t want to add being late to the list of reasons your brother is pissed at you,” she said.

“Right,” Freddie said and started up the engine. “Didn’t you want to get a picture or video of that or something, or is nature not part of the Serena Cruise ‘brand’?

Serena couldn’t believe that she hadn’t filmed bears. She scrambled to pick up her phone and roll down the window while simultaneously pushing record. As the bears ambled out of sight, Serena clicked off her phone.

“Ready?” Freddie asked.

“To face my fake brother and sister-in-law, as ready as I’ll ever be.”

Chapter

Freddie saw the lone tear slip from behind her oversized sunglasses and it shocked the hell out of him. For a city girl, the bear and her cubs seemed to strike a nerve. He liked seeing his town through a newcomer’s eyes, sights that he took for granted, the snow-capped mountain peaks, the early season wildflowers, seemed to be extra saturated in color as he saw them anew. As she watched the bears, she seemed radiant with awe and emotion. The setting sun had cast a golden glow around her, and for those brief few minutes, watching the bears, he felt like he was sitting with an entirely different person.

He couldn’t believe that he had to remind her to get out her phone. She was completely in the moment, appreciating something while most other tourists would’ve had their cameras and phones in between themselves and the action.

“This. This is Logan’s house?” Serena’s mouth gaped as she took in the huge fir pillars of the modern multi-million-dollar mountain chalet.

“No, this is Charlotte’s house. Logan is building his own down the street, or at least that’s the plan.” Freddie didn’t think that the house was ever going to get built, the longer construction was delayed, the longer Charlotte and Logan would have an excuse to stay shacked up together.

“Should we have brought something?” Serena asked.

“I’ve got it covered,” Freddie said. He hopped out of the truck and jogged around to open Serena’s door.

“Thank you,” she smiled. “Are you going to do that every time? I’m perfectly capable of exiting a vehicle on my own.”

“I guess I’m a little old school,” he said. He opened the tailgate and pulled out a case of beer.

“Is that what we’re bringing to the dinner party?” Serena pointed to the box.

“What else would I bring?” Freddie grinned.

“Oh, I don’t know, an appetizer, maybe a salad?” 

Freddie shrugged. “This is what I always bring, it’s kind of expected.” He could tell that Serena was embarrassed, but he didn’t care. Charlotte only bought the expensive hoppy craft beer, so his cheap stuff was a welcome addition to any party. “Shall we?” He held the case of beer in his left hand and crooked his right arm. He may not know dinner party etiquette, but he was never short on chivalry.

“Here goes nothing,” she whispered under her breath.

Freddie wondered if he should tell Serena that Charlotte knew about the Sidney’s contract. Then he felt the engagement ring band digging into his arm - a sharp reminder of the reason they were together, and something told him to keep his mouth shut.

He rapped the huge iron knocker and waited. He banged it again, but when there was no response, he just opened the door.

“You’re just going to walk in?” Serena asked.

“We are.” He squeezed her hand in his and pulled her into Charlotte’s entryway. “They’re probably just out back and can’t hear the door.”

He was right. As soon as they were inside, they heard laughter coming from the back patio. He pulled two bottles of beer from the case and shoved the remainder into the industrial-sized refrigerator. He handed one to Serena and as he took her hand in his, he could feel her fingers trembling. This was going to be hard for both of them.
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Chapter 14
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THE ANIMATED GROUP fell silent and turned to stare at Freddie and Serena as they stepped onto the patio. The conversation dropped off and all that Serena could hear were crickets, literal crickets chirping, as the judgemental eyes of Freddie’s inner circle looked her up and down.

“Hi, Freddie,” Charlotte stood up from one of the lounge chairs and squeezed him in for a hug. 

Serena gripped her hands around the cold beer bottle, unsure of what to do next. To her complete surprise, Charlotte, a woman who had poured champagne over her head only months earlier, pulled her in for a hug too. Serena was stiff as a board in the tiny woman’s arms but followed her lead and patted her on the back. “Hi Serena, so great to see you again,” Charlotte said as she pulled out of the awkward embrace. “Let me introduce you to everyone.”

Charlotte led Serena to the configuration of outdoor furniture. “Serena, this is Megan and her husband Josh.” The couple on the love seat raised their hands and waved in unison. “That’s my sister, Lauren,” she continued as the girl with the thick glasses and chestnut brown hair stood up and shook Serena’s hand like there were a desk and official document in between them. “And, you know Logan.”

“Hi,” Serena said quietly.

Logan grunted and grabbed the beer from Freddie’s hand. “Glad you could make it.”

Serena’s heart sank. Logan wasn’t even attempting to be civil.

“Have a seat, Serena.” Charlotte motioned to one of the free chairs. “Can I get you something decent to drink?” she asked as she pointed to the bottle in her hand.

Serena thought quickly. What would Freddie’s real fiancée drink? “No, thanks. This is my favorite.” It wasn’t. She didn’t really like beer at all.

Charlotte raised her eyebrows at her. “Okay, but if you change your mind, let me know. I’ve got some great Italian wine in the cellar.”

The conversation started back up and Serena sunk into the chair. She raised the beer bottle to her lips to take a sip and the clink of the cap on her front teeth instantly brought tears to her eyes. She instinctively clapped her hand to her mouth to the dull sting at the front of her mouth. 

“Here, let me get that,” Logan said. He took the beer from her hand and unscrewed the cap. Serena ran her tongue over her teeth and her heart sank as the sharpness of her jagged front tooth cut her tongue. She touched her finger to her gums and discreetly pulled the chip of her tooth out of her mouth, wishing she could disappear. She pressed the tooth in between her fingertips, intent on keeping it. She had spent a fortune straightening her teeth, there was no way she was losing that chipped piece.

Had anyone else seen? She gripped her tooth with all her might and mustered the guts to look around the firepit. To her, the world had gone silent with that dull cracking sound inside her skull, but Lauren and Josh looked to be in a very descriptive conversation, her arms flailing as she spoke, and Megan and Charlotte were standing at the bbq.

“Don’t worry, I’m the only one who saw that,” Logan whispered.

Serena looked at Logan, earlier his eyes had looked black. Now she could see that they were the same blue as Freddie’s, the coldness replaced with concern. “I’ve lost my fair share of teeth at the rink, these...” he pointed to the perfectly straight white chompers at the front of his mouth, “are fake, I’ve had them since I was twenty.”

“How bad is it?” Serena said and grimaced at the unexpected whistle that came out. She clapped her hand back over her mouth.

“Let’s go inside.”

Serena followed Logan into the house. 

“Freddie, your girlfriend needs to learn...” he paused, then continued, this time his voice deeper and somehow colder, “I mean, your fiancée needs to learn how to drink.”

Freddie emerged from the kitchen. Serena’s hand was still pressed onto her mouth, the chip of her tooth gripped tightly in the fingertips of her other hand. “What happened?”

“I think that she knocked her tooth out,” Logan replied and headed back outside. 

Freddie set down his beer on the island and rushed to Serena. “Are you okay?”

Serena nodded but kept her hand clamped over her mouth, tears springing up in her eyes.

Freddie reached to pull her hands away from her mouth, but she resisted, shaking her head. 

“Come on, let me see.” Freddie tried to coax her hands away from her mouth.

Every muscle in Serena’s body was focused on keeping her hand clamped over her mouth, but when she saw the concern in Freddie’s eyes, she relaxed and allowed him to gently pull her hand away. She opened up her other hand, revealing the piece of tooth.

“Oh, that’s not so bad.” He took the piece of Serena’s smile and rolled it over in the palm of his hand examining it.

“Do you think it can be fixxxxxed?” the whistle slipped through her teeth.

Freddie’s head snapped up; his eyes wide. “It’s not that bad,” he said. Serena didn’t know whether he was trying to reassure her or himself. She turned and ran through the main floor of the house in search of a mirror. Tucked under the round staircase she discovered a small powder room. She flipped on the light and gripped the edge of the marble vanity and curled back her lips.

“Oh, my god.” She traced the jagged edge of her tooth with her fingertip. A hillbilly stared back at her in the mirror. She hung her head; this was going to ruin the entire weekend. There was no way she was going to be able to create all of the content that they needed to pull off their little façade.

She took a deep breath, her shoulders hunched and raised her gaze to meet her reflection once again. She gasped as her eyes met not only hers but Freddie’s.

“You can’t sneak up on a perssssson like that,” she hissed, literally.

“There was no sneaking. Come on, let’s get back to the party.” He tugged at her hand. “I left your tooth on the counter. There’s a great dentist in town. He should be able to fix it up just fine, but for now, let’s try to have some fun.”

“Fun?” she whispered. “This isn’t about fun. How are we supposed to get all of the footage that we need when I look like this?” She bared her teeth at him. 

Freddie’s lips turned up in a smile. “It’s kind of cute,” he laughed.

“I’m glad this is such a joke for you.” She tried to push past him, but he gripped onto her elbow.

“Stop.” He turned her body to face the mirror. “Look at you. You’re beautiful. If we really were engaged, my fiancée would laugh this off, make a bunch of hillbilly jokes, and have a great time tonight. What do you want to do, crawl into a hole until the dentist opens on Monday?”

“Monday?” Serena’s heart raced. She smiled at herself in the mirror and swore she heard banjos start to play. “I can’t...”

“Yes, you can. Now, come on.”

She knew that he was right. She needed to make the best of the evening. This wasn’t for her; it was for her dad. She pulled her lips into a closed-mouth smile. It wasn’t as good as her pearly white smile, but it would have to do.

“Alright,” she said and let Freddie lead her back out to the patio.

***
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IT TOOK EVERYTHING he had not to laugh. It doesn’t matter who you are, nobody can pull off a missing front tooth. A cute gap, maybe, but half of Serena’s front tooth was missing. If they didn’t have to do a full-on lovey-dovey photoshoot for the weekend, he would’ve thought it was hilarious.

She sat next to him, drinking her beer – out of a glass, while everyone chatted amongst themselves.

He knew that they were going to have to address the elephant in the room at some point. He didn’t know if Logan had told Megan, Josh, or Lauren about the engagement, but when he saw Megan staring at Serena’s ring, he knew the announcement had to come soon.

“I heard that you went to the mountain film festival,” Lauren said. Freddie was thankful that someone was trying to include Serena in the conversation. “Did you see the one about the women mountain climbers, the ones who climbed in their full-length dresses?”

“That was my favorite,” Serena replied. “Those women really were pioneers in more than one sense of the word.”

“That actually was a good one,” Freddie agreed. “I can’t believe that they could climb in those outfits.”

“Do you do any climbing?” Lauren asked.

“Me? No.” Serena replied.

“What about skiing?” Lauren continued. 

Freddie knew where this was going. Serena and Freddie had absolutely nothing in common, Lauren was fishing, trying to make sense out of their engagement.

“Actually, I loved skiing as a kid, but haven’t been for years.”

This was news to Freddie. He didn’t know much about Serena at all.

“Well, you’re with the right guy. Freddie is the best skier in town.”

“Was,” Freddie interjected. 

“I’m sure you could still give the young guys a run for their money,” Lauren said. 

Freddie hadn’t been on skis since his last knee surgery, years earlier. The accident that had killed his Olympic skiing career had also killed his love for the sport. 

Logan jumped into the conversation. “Nobody has broken the peak to valley record he set when he was sixteen.”

“Really,” Serena turned to look at Freddie. “That’s pretty impressive.”

“It’s not the Olympics,” Freddie sighed. 

“Who’s ready for Meg’s burgers?” Charlotte called out as she lit the candles on the outdoor table.

As everyone stood to make their way to the table, Serena leaned over to Freddie and whispered, “The Olympics?”

“That was a lifetime ago,” he whispered back. It really did feel like that young ski racer was another person.

“Come on you two lovebirds,” Charlotte shouted from the table.

Freddie pulled Serena up and they walked hand in hand to the table. 

“This is gorgeous.” Serena pulled out her phone and took a picture of the table. Sparkling light bulbs were strung on strands over a pergola, fresh peonies adorned the table, and color-coordinated pink napkins were folded on everyone’s plate.

“Want me to take a picture of you two?” Charlotte asked.

“Sure.”

“No.”

Serena and Freddie both spoke at the same time, but for once it was Serena who didn’t want to be photographed. “I think I’m just going to do scenery shots this weekend.”

“Don’t be silly,” Charlotte said. “You’re going to need some good photos from your first weekend together.”

Serena looked at him and he shrugged. “She’s right,” he said.

“Okay,” Serena sat down at the table and Freddie stood behind her, his hands on her shoulders while Charlotte snapped a few photos of them close up, and some of the table setting.

“Thanks,” Serena replied.

“Hey, everybody,” Charlotte tapped her knife on her wine glass. “Freddie has an announcement.”

Freddie looked to Charlotte, wishing he could shoot fire from his eyeballs. What was she doing? First, she pushes for photos, now an announcement?

“Um. Yeah,” Freddie cleared his throat. He stood at the head of the table and Charlotte took more photos as Freddie raised his glass in the air. “I want you all to be the first to know, that I have fallen in love with this woman, Serena.”

A hush fell across the table and everyone’s eyes were glued on Freddie. “I know that it seems fast, but I know, we know, what we’re doing.” That was the truth. Freddie wanted to get through these next couple of months with as few lies as possible. “I’ve asked Serena to marry me, and can you believe it? She said yes.”

“Congratulations,” Megan was the first to speak. The rest of the table, with the exception of Charlotte, who continued snapping photos, looked shell-shocked. “When is the wedding?”

“We haven’t set a date yet,” Serena jumped in. “We’re okay with a long engagement.”

“Good,” Logan grumbled from the other end of the table. “You two hardly know each other.” Charlotte elbowed her boyfriend. “I mean, that’s great, it will give you time to get to know each other.” He looked up at Charlotte, who nodded at him.

Charlotte held up her glass, “To Serena and Freddie,” she said.

“To Serena and Freddie.” The rest of the table, except Logan, chorused back.

They dug into their burgers and spinach salad. The rest of the dinner was filled with talk about the café, the developers that were sniffing around Sugar Peaks Resort, and the burgeoning local real estate market. Freddie was thankful that the conversation had been veered away from the engagement, and truth be told, the announcement went over a lot smoother than he thought that it would. He was shocked that the only person who seemed opposed was Logan.
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SERENA UNDERSTOOD WHY Logan was being a dick - he was protective of his younger brother. She would have felt the same way if her sister, Sarah, had gotten engaged to someone she barely knew. Everyone else was kind and generous, and as the evening wore on, she found herself growing more and more comfortable with Freddie’s friends. They were all heavily involved in Chance Rapids, and genuinely interested in each other’s projects. She couldn’t remember the last time she enjoyed a dinner party with such good conversation. 

Freddie was totally in his element, his eyes were electric as he cracked jokes. At one point during the evening, he absentmindedly slung his arm over the back of her chair. She had stiffened, the weight of his arm heavy over her shoulders, and gazed sideways at Freddie, but he wasn’t looking at her, so the move seemed to be an unconscious one. She realized that the weight of Freddie’s arm would feel welcome to a real girlfriend. The girl he chose to be with would swoon to be in the arms of this man. People were drawn to him. He was a natural storyteller and even though she wasn’t his real fiancée, his girlfriend, or hell, even a friend, she let her guard down and enjoyed being an extended part of him.

Charlotte started clearing away the plates and Serena stood up to help her. Freddie’s arm trailed down her back to rest on the waistband of her jeans, his thick fingers splaying down over her ass. A wave of tingles followed down her back and the heat from his palm seemed to pulsate right through the denim.

She felt like she had just been electrocuted. No man’s touch had ever done anything like that to her. She held her breath, but the sensation wasn’t subsiding. She fumbled around her chair and Freddie’s hand fell to rest on its wooden slats. She gathered up everyone’s plates and followed Charlotte into the kitchen.

“You and Freddie make a nice couple,” Charlotte said as she scraped the remnants off the plates into her composter.

“Thanks,” Serena replied and immediately changed the subject. “This is a great house.” This was their first time alone together and a bit of small talk seemed necessary.

“I like it,” Charlotte replied. “Although it’s a bit big for just the two of us.”

Serena took the plates from Charlotte’s hand after she scraped them and rinsed them in the sink. “Where’s your dishwasher?”

“Oh, don’t worry about that. As long as they’re rinsed, my housekeeper can take care of all that in the morning.”

Must be nice.

“I like the coffered ceiling in the living room, doing it with the raw beams was a nice touch.” 

Charlotte raised her eyebrows at Serena, “Thanks, I wanted to keep a mountain feel. You’re the first person who knows what coffered ceilings are.” 

“I studied design,” Serena replied as she rinsed and dried her hands off.

“Really?” Charlotte sounded surprised. “You didn’t want to work in the field?”

Serena didn’t want to go into the details about why she hadn’t finished her degree. The car accident that had killed her family and put her dad in the hospital, had subsequently made her drop out. It was something that she kept close to her chest. 

“Maybe someday,” she said.

“Wine?” Charlotte asked and held up the bottle.

“Sure,” Serena whistled. She clapped her hand to her mouth. She had forgotten all about her tooth.

Charlotte laughed. “Just go with it. You have a beautiful smile.” As she said ‘smile’, Charlotte whistled lightly.

The two women, who had once hated each other, broke out into a fit of giggles.

“Cheers,” Charlotte said through her laugh.

They clinked their glasses together and sipped the expensive wine.

“Hey, Charlotte. I need to thank you,” Serena said and leaned against the counter. She glanced out to the patio and saw Freddie standing up miming something that looked like surfing. 

Charlotte followed her gaze. “He’s an entertainer, that one. And you don’t need to thank me for anything. It’s been a pleasure having you here tonight.”

“Well, that’s just it. I want to thank you for being accepting of um, us. I mean, our engagement. You’re the only one who hasn’t pulled Freddie aside for a ‘what the hell are you doing’ talk.”

“Freddie may come across like a fifteen-year-old, but he’s a grown man. He hasn’t had much luck in the love department, so it’s nice to see him happy with someone.”

“You know, Charlotte. If someone would’ve told me that you and I would be standing here, sharing a bottle of wine, instead of throwing it at each other, I never would’ve believed them.”

“It’s a little crazy, isn’t it?” Charlotte smiled. “So, do you have a favorite style of architecture?”

“Oh, where do I start,” Serena gushed. “It changes with my mood, and where I am. I mean, if I were going to design something for downtown Chance Rapids, I would go with Craftsman style, maybe add some gingerbread features. But, over here, in this neighborhood, wow... the sky is the limit. I’m not usually a fan of contemporary architecture, but across the bridge seems to scream for it.

“I’m with you on that.” Charlotte took another sip of her wine. “Where did you say you studied?”

Serena ignored the question and gestured to the patio doors, “Should we join them?”

“Sure,” Charlotte replied.

As they approached the table, everyone was laughing and wiping tears from their eyes - Josh was even holding his stomach. Serena walked up behind Freddie and rested her hand on his shoulder. He then reached up and held his hand on hers while she took her seat next to him.

How were these small intimate gestures coming so naturally to them?

“Freddie was just telling us his strategy for the auction,” Megan said.

“Auction?” Serena asked.

Megan explained. “Every year the search and rescue team holds a fundraiser. This year, they’re doing a bachelor auction. Freddie is going to win over the audience with his stellar dance moves.”

“Is that what those were?” Charlotte laughed.

Serena laughed too. “When is this auction? You might need some help with your moves, babe.”

“Oh, no,” Charlotte spoke up from the end of the table. “I think that the bachelors actually have to be bachelors to be in the auction.”

Josh swatted his hand. “It doesn’t matter. It’s just a fundraiser and a drink.”

Serena’s heart jumped into her throat. If they were just dating, she wouldn’t care about something as silly as a bachelor auction, but this, this wouldn’t look good to Sidney’s.

“Charlotte’s right,” Serena said.

“Oh, come on. It’s all in good fun, and they need Freddie. Have you seen the other guys on Search and Rescue?” Logan said, leaning onto the table, his eyes darting between Serena and Freddie.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea, Freddie,” Serena said.

“He committed to this before he committed to you,” Logan said and pushed back from the table.

“No. She’s right. I’m sorry Charlotte, you’ll have to tell the organizing committee that I can’t do it,” Freddie said.

The group went totally silent and Logan stood up. “Grow a pair Freddie,” he said and walked away. 

Serena cast her gaze down at her ring, the band suddenly felt too tight on her finger. Freddie pulled Serena out of her chair by her hand. “Thanks for dinner, Char. We’re going to head out now.” Serena didn’t protest. The lighthearted atmosphere had disappeared under a thundercloud who went by the name of Logan.

Freddie held her hand as they made their way through Charlotte’s house, but he dropped it as soon as they were out the front door. 

The drive home was silent until they had passed through the covered bridge. Serena realized that this weekend was going to be tough for both of them, but she didn’t have the judging eyes of an older brother to deal with. She felt for Freddie. “Are you okay?” she asked. The starry night had slipped into complete darkness; the only sound was the truck’s tires on the wooden slats of the covered bridge.

“Logan and I don’t always see eye to eye on things, but he’s never been like that with me. And I’m sorry that he made you feel uncomfortable.”

“Is this worth it?” she asked. “I mean, your friends, your family, Charlotte is being cool about it for some reason, but can you handle the pressure from everyone else?”

“They’ll understand once it’s all done and you’re gone.”

It was rational and she knew that he was right, but for some reason, those words, ‘you’re gone,’ seemed to cut into her like a knife. “Okay, as long as you can handle them.”

“I can.” Freddie reached and turned up the radio, ending the discussion. 

They pulled into the driveway at Freddie’s house and he shut off the engine. “I’m sorry about your tooth,” he said.

“My tooth!” Serena realized that she had left that little piece sitting on Charlotte’s countertop. 

“It’s okay, I’ve got it here.” Freddie reached into the pocket of his jacket and pulled it out. “Put this somewhere safe. I texted Mike and you have an appointment first thing Monday morning to get it fixed.”

“You can text the dentist?”

“I can text everybody in this town. Mike’s on Search and Rescue, he’s the best, well, the only, dentist in town.”

As they walked into the house Serena stared up at the night sky. Had the number of stars quadrupled a million times in the last few years? She had forgotten how expansive the night sky could feel. She gripped her tooth in her hand and stared up at the sky as they walked to the front door.

“If you don’t watch where you’re going, you’re going to lose that other tooth,” Freddie joked and put his hand on her hip to guide her. 

“I just... I don’t remember the stars looking like that,” she said.

“Like what?” he asked.

At that moment, a bright flash streaked across the sky, burning brightly for at least one full second before it fizzled out. 

“Oh, my god. Did you see that?” she gasped.

“I did. The Perseids meteor showers start in a couple of weeks, I guess that one was early to the party.”

“That was a meteor?” 

“Sure was. But most people call them shooting stars.”

Serena had never seen anything like it before. “That was incredible.”

“Have you never seen a shooting star?”

“Never.” Serena stood transfixed, staring up at the sky, her feet glued to the sidewalk in front of Freddie’s house.

“Did you make a wish?” Freddie asked. “If you make a wish when you see a shooting star, it will come true.” Freddie flexed his fingers into her hip and she shivered from the touch.“Let’s get you inside,” Freddie said.

Serena hadn’t thought quickly enough to make a wish, but at that moment she knew, if she ever saw another shooting star, exactly what she would wish for. 

“Can we stay out here one more minute?” she asked.

“Sure.” Freddie nodded and rubbed Serena’s arms. She tilted her head back to stare at the sky. The friction from his hands was warming the skin on her arms, but that didn’t account for the heat pulsing in her lower abdomen. Even though her back was inches away from Freddie’s chest, she swore she could feel his presence as surely as if they were touching, the heat from his chest warming her back. She wanted to give in, to let herself relax back into his body, let him hold her and warm her from within, but that wasn’t their deal. She had to remember that. This was business.
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Chapter 15
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FREDDIE HAD TO KEEP his hands moving or else she would feel them trembling. His justification was that he was keeping her warm, not the fact that he just wanted to touch her. He didn’t know how long they stood on his front walkway; it could’ve been three minutes or three hours. time seemed to come to a standstill as they waited for another cosmic event to light up the sky.

It didn’t happen. Freddie was tempted to wrap Serena in his arms but kept his distance for two reasons. The first, even though at that moment, they felt like a couple, they weren’t; and secondly, she would’ve felt the raging hard-on that was straining at the zipper of his jeans. He cursed himself for going commando.

“I guess you’ll have to schedule our next meeting for August when the meteor showers are in full swing,” Freddie whispered. “Let’s go inside and get warm.”

If it were any other girl, this is where Freddie would’ve laid on the charm. He knew that if a woman came into his house at the end of a date, they would end up in his bed. It had been true one hundred percent of the time.

Tonight, Serena was going to end up in his bed, he knew that for sure, only he wouldn’t be there with her. She excused herself to get ready for bed and he grabbed a wool blanket and a set of sheets from the closet to make up the couch. He knocked on the bathroom door and spoke through it, “There are towels under the sink,” he said.

She opened the door, her toothbrush in her mouth, “Thank you,” she said. 

She was wearing flannel pajamas. Not sexy ones though, she had on the kind that grandpas wear. He turned away from her, thankful that he hadn’t changed out of his jeans – the fabric was strong enough to stop his semi-hardon from standing at full mast. How the hell did she make those look sexy?

“Your turn,” she said, exiting the bathroom. “I’m just going to edit the photos from tonight and post them. Charlotte got some great shots. You know, she seemed to be the only one who was okay with all... this.” She pointed to him and back to herself and then slipped into his bedroom. 

Freddie grunted. He knew why Charlotte appeared to approve, and it didn’t have anything to do with her support of their faux relationship.

Freddie glanced into his bedroom, Serena was seated cross-legged on the bed, the light from the computer screen reflected on her face. 

“You could do that tomorrow,” he said.

“No, it has to be done tonight,” she replied. “This is my job Freddie, I take it seriously.”

“Okay, well...” He paused with his hand on the door handle, “goodnight Serena.” 

She held up her hand, “Wait, come here and look at this shot.” Freddie stepped to the side of the bed and peered over her shoulder. It was a photo of the group. Every single person in the picture was laughing. He was looking at Serena, laughing, his hand to his chest. Lauren was wiping a tear from her eye, and Serena was looking back at Freddie. To anyone who saw the photo, it would look like, well, love.

“It’s perfect,” she said.

“You can see your missing tooth,” he jabbed at the screen.

“Oh, shoot.” Serena squinted at the screen. “I didn’t notice that. I’ll have to post another one.”

“Were you able to get a good shot of the bear?” Freddie sat on the edge of the bed.

“Yes, but they’re not great.” Serena turned the computer to face him and toggled between the shots. “Which one do you like the best?”

Freddie pressed the arrow keys with his thick calloused fingertip. “This one. One hundred percent.” The bear was slightly blurry in the background of the photo, with Serena’s face was in the foreground, her reflection gazing at the bear in the side mirror. The photo seemed to capture the awe and playfulness of the moment.

“Oh, I don’t know about that one,” she turned the computer back to face her. 

“It’s real Serena, more real than any of that other crap that you post.”

Serena paused and looked up at Freddie over the top of her screen. “Excuse me?”

“I mean... that came out wrong.” Freddie started to back out of the room. The last thing he needed to do was start a real fight with his fake fiancée.

Serena interrupted, “I know what you mean.”

“You do?”

“It’s all curated. It’s not a reflection of me. It’s a picture of how I want the world to see me.”

“Maybe they would like the real version of you better.” Freddie shifted so he was sitting beside Serena and pointed to the screen. This photo was a mistake but look. You’re not posing, your hair is a little crazy from the wind, and I don’t know how to say it, but I can tell that you’ve never seen a bear before and that it meant something to you.” Serena was silent. Freddie hesitated, but it was a well-known fact that Freddie’s mouth worked faster than his brain. “What did the bears mean to you?” he asked. 

She paused, opened her mouth, but then closed it before she spoke. “Nothing, they’re just bears.” He noticed a slight slump in her shoulders and then she closed the laptop. Freddie, I know that you don’t like what I do for a living, but it pays the bills and then some. I would love to take the extra money and go back to college, but that’s not in the cards.

“College?” This was the first time that Freddie had heard anything about Serena’s background. “Why?”

“Why go back to college?” Serena scrunched her brow at Freddie.

“No, I meant, why is it not in the cards?”

“There are other things that are more important right now...” her voice cracked. She set the laptop on the nightstand and cleared her throat, “Thanks for the bed.”

“No problem,” Freddie replied and stood up and stretched. He turned to walk away, but Serena reached out to grip onto his wrist. “Hey, Freddie.”

He paused, the strength of her fingers as they wrapped around his wrist surprised him.

“Other than your asshole brother, and my tooth, I had a great time tonight.”

“Me too,” Freddie said. And it was true. After the awkward announcement was over, he had forgotten all about the contract and had simply enjoyed the night with his friends.

“Goodnight,” Freddie said. 

“Goodnight,” she echoed.

Freddie turned and walked into the living room, rubbing his wrist where she had gripped it. He swore that there was heat radiating from the spot her hand had been. He shook his head and pulled off his jeans, replacing them with the boxer shorts he should’ve worn that night. He unbuttoned his shirt and eased himself down onto the couch, the leather creaking as he shifted and tried to get comfortable. He was tired but couldn’t sleep. They had nothing in common but tonight he saw a different side of Serena, and being with her didn’t feel forced. It felt good.

After what seemed like an eternity, he checked the time on his phone, he had been tossing and turned for forty-five minutes. He pulled the cushions off the back of the couch and tossed them on the floor to give himself some more space. A beam of light appeared on the floor and he sat up to see Serena was standing in the open door to his bedroom.

“We can share the bed,” she said. “If you stay on your own side.”

Freddie sat up, feeling the static snapping through his hair as it stuck to the leather. “It’s okay.”

“It’s not okay. I can hear you tossing and turning from the other room. If you ever got busy on the sofa, the whole block would know,” she laughed.

Freddie smirked. She’s right about that, he thought to himself and imagined bending her over the padded armrest, pulling down those grandpa pajama pants and letting the neighborhood know exactly what was going on.

Oh no.

That was a very inappropriate thought to have about your business partner.

“Come on,” she nodded her head toward the bedroom. We’re not going to be able to make that hike tomorrow if your back is all messed up from sleeping on the couch.

He could do this. He reminded himself that she annoyed the hell out of him seventy-five percent of the time. He rolled off the couch and onto the floor on all fours before standing to follow Serena into the bedroom. She was sleeping on his side, but at this point, he wasn’t going to split hairs. She pulled the covers back and slipped into the bed. He did the same, but took two pillows and lined them up down the center of the bed.

“Don’t you dare cross this border,” he said.

“Is that really necessary?” She snuggled down under the covers.

“I just want to make sure that you don’t take over the entire bed,” he lied. He knew the subconscious, horny man in him would come to life with a vengeance if he rolled into her warm body, or if she turned and those perky breasts of hers brushed his back, there would be no stopping him.

“Suit yourself,” she sighed and clicked off the lamp.

This was worse than the couch. Freddie stared at the ceiling, listening to the tempo of Serena’s breath as she laid beside him. He held his own breath as he listened to hers, waiting for any sign that she was slipping into sleep.

“Freddie,” she whispered. “Are you sleeping?”

“That’s the dumbest question I’ve ever heard,” he said.

“Today, with the bears...”

“Yeah...”

“My dad is in the hospital in a coma. He might never come out of it. I guess the momma bear taking care of the cubs. I don’t know. I guess... I mean, I just miss my dad.”

“I’m sorry, Serena.” He turned on his side and propped his head up on his hand, his elbow pressing into the feather pillow. He could see the silhouette of Serena lying flat on her back beside their pillow barrier. How did it happen?” 

“A car accident. My mom and sister died instantly, and my dad... well, we don’t know what’s going to happen with him. A drunk driver hit us.”

“Oh no,” Freddie whispered. His own mother was currently sober, fresh out of her fourth stint in rehab. In a way, he had lost a parent too. His instinct was to reach out to comfort her, but he was thwarted by the pillows. “I know what it’s like to have a parent there, but not really there. My mom is a drunk.”

“Oh,” she said.

“She never had her license thankfully,” Freddie added on quickly. “I used to hate her for it, for leaving Logan and me to take care of her. After her second relapse, dad left and remarried. Now, I’m just thankful for every day that she’s sober, and I really don’t think that Logan or I would be who we are if we hadn’t been forced to grow up at such a young age.”

He could hear the hiccups in her breath, the kind you get when you’re trying to hold in tears. 

“So, what, what are we doing tomorrow?” she whispered through strained vocal cords.

Thankful for the change in subject, Freddie replied, “I thought we could go for a hike up the mountain before the cake tasting, the wildflowers have just started blooming. There’s a little lake up there. It will be great for your photos.”

“That sounds perfect. Fred, I should’ve told you earlier, but there’s a new treatment that could help my dad. That’s why I’m doing this. Not for shoes, or exposure, or this damn ring,” she sniffed.

Freddie grabbed the two pillows and tossed them on the floor. He reached out and pulled Serena in tightly to his body, nestling her back against his chest. She was as stiff as a board and Freddie whispered into her ear, “You don’t have to hold it in.”

He felt her body relax against his, her ribcage expanding as she took in a deep breath and quietly cried in his arms. He held her closer, tighter. Serena was like an onion and as he slowly peeled back the layers, Freddie started to wonder if, underneath, this was the woman for him.

He breathed in the scent of her hair. It was citrusy and some other fresh smell. 

They didn’t talk. Freddie just held her tightly. He knew she could feel his erection against her ass. He just hoped that it wouldn’t make an unexpected appearance through the slit of his boxers if he moved the wrong way. He was a red-blooded man, after all; she had to understand that. She reached up and brushed the tears off her face with her hands. Freddie stiffened and held his breath as she maneuvered in his arms so that she was facing him, her breath hot on his chin. Was she going to kiss him? Should he kiss her? He wanted to. He would only have to shift his face and her full lips would be on his. 

Freddie had never been in a situation like this. The old Freddie would’ve had those grandpa pajamas in a pile on the floor and had her writhing on the bed with his face between her legs, but this paralysis, this was new. What was wrong with him?
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Chapter 16
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AM I GOING TO HAVE to make the first move? Serena thought to herself.

She couldn’t believe that she had let herself cry in front of Freddie. She hated feeling weak and vulnerable, but there was something about the strength in his arms, the way his body fit with hers, that felt like a cocoon. He wasn’t judging her, he understood her.

When he hugged her, she wondered if he was just being sweet and kind. After all, they both knew what it was like to have a shell of a parent, but then she felt it. The unmistakable warmth of his cock tenting out his boxer shorts against her ass. Suddenly, she was filled with the want and desire to feel Freddie inside of her.

His breaths were raspy against her cheek; she knew that he wanted her. She reached out her hand and rested it on Freddie’s side, feeling his taut lats under her fingertips. She squeezed her fingers into his muscular waist and then trailed her fingertips down over the elastic band of his boxer shorts to grip his toned ass and then pulled his hips to hers, pressing his hard cock against the front of her pajamas, his manhood standing hard and tall between them.

This seemed to be the permission he needed. He grabbed her face and kissed her hard. She pulled on his ass tighter and pressed her hips into his. The warmth of him and the feel of his lips on hers sent tingles through her body, the kind that originated between her legs.

He rolled on top of her, brushed her hair off her face, then he leaned over and turned on the lamp.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“I want to see your face.” He kissed her hard again and started to rock his hips in time with his kisses. Serena kissed him and bit his lower lip. Her eyes grew wide as the friction of their movements through their clothes quickly brought her to the brink of a surprise orgasm.

“Freddie,” she gasped. “You’re going to make me come.”

“Good,” he whispered into her ear and bit at her earlobe.

“Wait,” she murmured. “We shouldn’t...” she gasped as the sensation built between her legs, sending a shiver over her body. She couldn’t believe that dry humping like teenagers would bring her so close. She knew that they should stop, that it was wrong, but it felt so good.

“I know,” he said as he kept kissing her. “This is a bad idea.” He slipped his calloused hand down the front of her pajama pants and finding her wetness, his thick fingers were quick to finish off the job. Serena gripped the plaid comforter and screamed out as the orgasm came crashing through her body, leaving her trembling in its wake.

She gasped and released the sheets, wrinkled from her sweaty grip, her chest heaving as she tried to catch her breath, her heart still racing.

“Oh, my god...” she managed to croak. “That was, I mean... wow, that was, I’ve never...” she gulped, seemingly unable to form a complete sentence. She trembled as she propped herself up on her elbow to look at Freddie and trailed her fingertips down his washboard abs. If he could make her feel like that just with his fingers, what could those lips, or more insanely, what could that magnificent cock do to her?

She cupped his package in her hand and leaned in to kiss him. His lips were soft as they traveled all over her face. She started to inch her way down his body. She wanted to make him feel the way he had just made her feel, but he gripped her biceps and pulled her up, kissing her hard again.

“This is a bad idea,” he whispered. “You seemed sad, I just wanted to make you feel better.”

Serena paused. Nothing about what he had done felt dutiful to her. She thought his kisses had emotion behind them and Freddie moved sensually, like he was making love, not fucking. She thought that there had been a connection but clearly, she was wrong. Freddie was just very talented in bed.  He was someone who knew how to make a woman feel like she was the most special woman in the world.

She pressed her hands into Freddie’s chest and rolled away from him.

“Thanks for making me feel better. But don’t get any ideas about this happening again,” she said. She reached down to the floor, picked up the two pillows and jammed them in between them.
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Chapter 17
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FREDDIE PRESSED HIS hands into the shower tiles and let the water pour over his head. He hadn’t gotten much sleep with Serena beside him. He had lied to her. He did feel something for her, but it was something that couldn’t happen. He needed to build a wall between them, one that couldn’t be torn down by the glint in her eyes when she smiled. It had taken all of his will power not to make love to her last night, but theirs was a business relationship. Or, at least that’s what he kept telling himself. If sex got mixed into the equation, one or both of them was going to get hurt. Serena has enough heartache in her life right now, he thought to himself, trying to convince himself that her heart was the one that needed protecting – not his.

He stepped out of the shower and wrapped one of his beach towels around his waist. He lathered up his shaving cream and patted it onto the stubble on his face. His brother Logan rocked a mountain man beard, and as much as Freddie wanted one of his own, his was too blonde, too patchy, and instead of making him look grizzled and older, his made him look like a pubescent boy who hadn’t learned to shave yet.

He heard a light tap on the door and turned off the water.

“Yes?”

“Are you going to be much longer?” Serena asked from the other side of the door.

“Just a few minutes,” he replied and turned on the faucet.

She tapped on the door again, “I have to pee.”

He shut off the water and wiped his hands on the towel wrapped around his waist. He opened up the door and met her eyes. 

“Sorry,” she said, shifting back and forth on the balls of her feet – a pee dance.

“It’s okay, I’ll finish in the kitchen,” he said and held up the razor. After he finished shaving in the kitchen sink, he reached for the tea towel to dry off his face but realized that even for a bachelor like him, using a tea towel was really uncouth. He pulled up the corner of his towel to pat off his face, then practically jumped out of his skin as Serena’s voice rang out. 

“Freddie, do you have dental floss?” 

Was she a ninja? He hadn’t even heard her come out of the bathroom. He turned to face her while continuing to dry off his face. “There should be some in the medicine cabinet,” he said.

Her eyes went wide as saucers and she whipped around to face the bedroom. That’s when Freddie realized that his manhood was exposed in its full, fresh out of cold-water glory. He dropped the damp towel and it fell heavily back in place over his junk. Serena flew into the bathroom, unable to look at him.

“Sorry about that. I didn’t mean to... um, it was an accident,” he said through the closed bathroom door. When she didn’t respond, he continued, “I’m going to make breakfast, what do you like?” he asked.

“Smoothie,” he heard her voice call out from the shower.

Freddie pulled on a pair of boxer briefs, hiking pants, a merino t-shirt, and a flannel button up. He opened up his pantry and scratched his head as glanced around for anything that would blend. He pulled out his cell phone and texted Charlotte. How do you make a smoothie?

His phone chimed back almost immediately. Her message read, LOL. Go to the café. 

While Serena showered, Freddie made up some sandwiches, filled up two big water bottles, and tossed them, along with a handful of energy bars into a backpack. It wasn’t the most practical backpack he had ever put together, but he didn’t anticipate making it very far along the trail. He figured that they would stop at the first photo-worthy location, snap a few photos, and then be back in time for dinner. His stomach growled as he checked the time. How long could it possibly take her to get ready?

An hour later, he had his answer. She stepped out of the bathroom with a full face of makeup and her hair perfectly straight, wearing yoga pants and a plaid shirt. In other words, she looked hot as hell, but Freddie didn’t care. He was starving and he thought that she looked prettier before she stepped into the bathroom.

“Come on, we should get going before it gets too hot,” he said. “I’ve packed us some snacks and a lunch, but I’m out of green things to put in a smoothie.”

“Okay,” she said. “What do I need to bring?”

“It’s a short hike to the lake, and I’ve got everything in here,” he patted the bag sitting on the couch beside him. “Just bring your camera, or whatever you need.”

The wind ruffled the leaves on the trees as they walked from Freddie’s house to Main Street. Freddie glanced up to the blue sky and saw some mare’s tails clouds on the horizon. They usually meant rain was coming, but he wasn’t too concerned as they were going to be back well before any weather could set in. 

One quick visit to the Sugar Peaks Café later, they emerged armed with two green smoothies and two coffees. They hopped into his truck and headed to the trailhead.

After taking the requisite seventy-five million photos of their coffee, smoothies, and their profiles against the mountain vistas as they drank their coffees, the two of them set off marching down the trail.

“Oh, here you go,” Freddie pulled out a can of bear spray from his pack and clipped it to her belt loop.

“What’s this?” she asked, examining the canister. “Bear spray? Do we really have to worry about bears here?”

Freddie stopped and turned to face Serena. “Sweetheart, you saw a bear with your own two eyes yesterday.”

“But this is a trail, where people go.”

“Bears can’t read and don’t worry, there hasn’t been a bear attack on this trail in oh...” he rubbed his chin, “about three weeks or so...”

“What?” Serena’s mouth gaped open and she stopped dead on the tracks. “I’m going back.”

“Easy now,” Freddie grabbed onto the crook of her arm. “I was kidding, there’s never been a bear attack on this trail. The bears will hear us coming,” he reached out and jingled the bell that was attached to his backpack, “They’ll give us space. I’ve never had to use bear spray, I just thought that it would make you feel safer.” As he felt her body soften, he let go of her arm. “Cougars though, they’re the ones I’d be worried about.”

Serena playfully smacked Freddie on the bicep and continued walking up the trail. He didn’t have the heart to tell her that he wasn’t joking. The only thing that scared him out on the trails were the big cats. 

The bear bell jingled as Freddie and Serena made their way along the rocky path. It took about an hour longer to reach High Lake because of all the photo stops. Although Freddie found the pace relaxing, the toughest part was keeping his eyes off of Serena’s round ass in her yoga pants. The feeling from the night before hadn’t been lost on him, and there were times that he wanted to reach out to her and hold her hand as they walked. 

A stream trickled beside the path, the cold glacier water cooling the hot summer air as they trudged up and up. They rounded the last switchback and as High Lake came into view, Serena stopped dead in her tracks. She turned to face Freddie. “Are you kidding me?” She turned to face the lake and then back to Freddie. “This is the most beautiful place I’ve ever seen.”

High Lake was Caribbean blue. Its far edge abutted the base of a mountain and was home to a year-round glacier; chunks of ice floated by in the water, ignoring the message that it was July.

“Can we go in?” Serena asked.

“Are you crazy? It’s practically a slushy.” He reached his hand into the icy water and shivered, but Serena had already started peeling off her boots and socks. 

“I’ve got a better idea,” Freddie smiled and helped her up from the rock. “Come with me.” He held out his hand and Serena grasped it, holding her hiking boots in her other hand. She hopped from rock to rock as Freddie guided her along the shoreline. He hadn’t been to High Lake in a few years, but the little cabin was exactly where he remembered it, along with the red canoe. “They filmed a movie up here,” he said as he pointed to the cabin. “They had to fly everything in with helicopters and when it was finished, they left all this stuff here.” Freddie pushed open the door to the cabin and re-emerged with two paddles. “You should be able to get some great photos from the middle of the lake.”

“I don’t know, Freddie, I have never been in one of those boats before.” She didn’t follow him to the water’s edge.

“It’s called a canoe, and they’re known for being stable,” Freddie lied. The canoe was an old, heavy sucker though, so unless she stood up and did something really stupid, he had enough paddling experience to make sure they wouldn’t tip over.

“Really?” Serena’s arms were crossed as she watched Freddie slide the front of the canoe into the lake.

“Your chariot awaits. Here, leave your boots on shore, take this paddle and set it down on the gunwales.” He demonstrated by setting the paddle down crossways across the canoe on the wooden rails than ran along the top. “Then slide the paddle for stability as you walk to the seat.” 030

Serena gripped the paddle so hard her knuckles turned white. Freddie held the rear of the canoe as she followed his instructions to take her seat in the bow. Freddie pushed off from the shore and expertly stepped in, taking his seat in the stern. Serena was still holding either side of the canoe in a death grip, the paddle between her legs.

“Should I paddle?” she asked as she turned to face him, but when the boat rocked, she panicked and whipped her head around to face forward.

“Why don’t you just relax and take some pictures. When you get used to the way the canoe moves, you can do some paddling.”

The water dripping off the end of Freddie’s paddle was the only sound as they glided to the middle of the lake, with the drips being amplified by the acoustics of the surrounding mountains. He paddled a few strokes and then let the canoe drift as Serena took pictures. She held the phone up in front of her, “Get in here, Freddie,” she smiled as she tried to get them both into the frame.

After taking several photos, Serena tucked her phone into the pocket on her leggings. “Wait, let me take a photo of you,” Freddie said and reached out his hand for her phone. Serena turned and stretched to pass him the device, but she was too far. “Noooooo,” Freddie yelled out as she stood up. He felt the canoe tip to his right and then to his left and then back to his right again as Serena compensated for the wobbles. The canoe tipped to the left again, hard this time, and Serena’s calf hit the side of the canoe. She screamed and while she was in mid-air, she chucked the phone at Freddie before disappearing below the icy water.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Freddie said as Serena re-emerged. He set down his paddle, tucked Serena’s phone into his pants pocket and knelt on the side of the canoe. His first instinct had been to jump in after her, but he knew that it was going to be tough enough to get one person back into the boat, let alone two.

Serena’s mouth was open and she seemed to be gasping for air or trying to scream – but no sound was coming out. The temperature of the water had shocked her and her body trying to figure out what was happening to it. Freddie needed to get her out of that water – and fast.

He leaned over the side of the canoe. “Serena, you’re going to be okay. You hear me?” The last thing he needed was for her to panic and pull him in as well.  She nodded her head, her teeth chattering as she gripped the edge of the canoe. “This is going to be tricky, but I’m going to pull you up. You need to stay as low as possible and kick like you’re swimming, then barrel roll into the canoe. No standing, got it?” He started to pull and the canoe danced from side to side as he tried to counterbalance Serena’s weight. “Stop trying so hard,” Freddie said. Serena let her body go limp and as he dragged her into the canoe like a seal while the edge of the canoe kissed the surface of the water, but thankfully didn’t dip under. She huddled up into a ball on the bottom of the boat, her hair was soaked and her teeth were chattering, but Freddie knew that she’d be fine. The whole ordeal had happened in slow motion for both of them, but in reality, the polar bear plunge and subsequent rescue had taken place within the space of one minute. 

“I’m not being a perv, Serena. But you need to get out of those clothes.”

“I-i-i-i-it’s ooooookkkkkkay,” she chattered.

“No, it’s not. You need to get out of those wet clothes and warm up. Here.” Freddie unbuttoned his flannel shirt and held it out for her. “I won’t look, I promise,” he said softly, flapping the shirt.

She gripped the sides of the canoe and gingerly sat up, releasing one hand to snatch the shirt from his hand. “Turn your head,” she said.

Freddie obeyed. “Just, for the love of God, don’t stand up again,” he said.

“That should’ve been rule number one in your canoe lesson, don’t you think?”

“I didn’t think you’d stand up,” Freddie said. “Everybody knows that you’re not supposed to stand up in a canoe.”

“I’m not everyone,” Serena snapped.

Freddie smiled. She was right. With the return of her sassiness, he knew that she was going to be just fine. Ripples spread across the glass calm lake as Serena shimmied out of her wet clothes. “Is it safe to turn?” he asked.

“Yes,” Serena replied. 

Freddie turned to face Serena. She was still sitting on the bottom of the canoe, her small body swimming in the fabric of his shirt. Black lines of eye makeup ran straight from her blue eyes down her cheeks. Circles of wetness were forming on his flannel where her wet strands of hair dripped just above her breasts. She pulled her knees into her chest and rested her chin on her knees.

He had never seen anyone so beautiful in his life.

“Serena, do you trust me?” he asked.

She scoffed, “Are you joking? After telling me that these boats are stable?”

“Yeah, I shouldn’t have done that. They’re tippy as hell.” He was trying to play it off, but he knew that he had been an idiot. If she had hit her head, or if the whole canoe had tipped and if they couldn’t self-rescue, they both could have gotten hypothermia and drowned. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’m a moron. You have every right to hate me.”

She looked up at him through her raccoon eyes. “I don’t hate you, Freddie. And you know what the weird thing is? I actually DO trust you.”

He was surprised and pulled out Serena’s phone. “Let me take a picture of you.”

“No.” She reached out to grab the phone from him, but in the process threw the balance of the canoe out of whack and she rolled to the side.

“Serena, please. Let me show you what I see right now.” Freddie said. He reached out his hand and helped to right her. 

“Fine, but I reserve the right to delete it,” she said and crossed her arms. 

He smiled and snapped a few pictures of her. But it wasn’t until he moved to put the phone away that he saw it, without the screen in front of her, she relaxed and the reflection of the snowy peaks glinted in the pupils of her eyes. He whipped the phone back out and snapped the shot before she registered what was happening.

“Done,” he said and handed her the phone. He picked up the paddle and returned the canoe to shore. When he felt the bow of the canoe scrape the patch of gravel at the shore, he hopped out and the cold water almost took his breath away. Serena was truly, very lucky. He pulled the canoe halfway up on the shore and reached to help her out. 

“Can I stand up now?” she asked and smiled wryly, her chipped toothed smile making an appearance.

“Yes ma’am,” he replied and held out both of his hands for her. She shook with trepidation as she stood and stepped out of the canoe and onto dry land. He rubbed the back of her hands with his thumbs and the two of them paused. He knew that he should let go, but didn’t want to. 

She looked down at their clasped hands and tilted her head to look up at Freddie. “Last night, you said... I mean, the reason that we um, you know...” 

“I didn’t mean it,” he interrupted. She was either nervous or still cold. Either way, she was having a hard time forming a sentence. “I said I kissed you and touched you to make you feel better. That is the truth, but only part of it. He leaned in close to her ear, “You have no idea what I wanted to do to you last night.” He saw the crimson spreading along her jawline and down into the neckline of his shirt. “That was just the tip of the iceberg.” 

She looked up at him and parted her lips slightly. He wanted to pull that shirt of his over her head and do something he’s always dreamed of doing, make love to a sexy girl in a canoe. “But Serena, I care about you, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”

She hooked her fingers into the waistband of his pants and yanked him towards her. And that was the end of his good-guy willpower. He held her face with both of his hands and pressed his lips to hers. She gasped into his mouth and he felt her body shudder before kissing him back hungrily. He swept her up in his arms and carefully walked across the rocky shore in his bare feet, kicking at the wooden latch on the cabin door until it creaked open. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the darkness before stepping in and tossing her on the single bed. Thank you, volunteers he thought to himself. Good Samaritans kept the cabin stocked and cleaned. Serena eased back onto the sheets and rubbed her feet together, her eyes trained on his every move.

Freddie crawled on top of her and nipped at her collarbone while she clawed at the back of his T-shirt. He straddled her and raised his arms, allowing her to pull the shirt up over his head. She tossed it on the ground and then started to unbutton the flannel shirt she was wearing. He wanted to rip the shirt open, buttons be damned but fought that urge and lit a candle on the bedside table. The flame crackled to life, casting a glow on Serena’s face as she slid the shirt from her shoulders, her creamy skin luminescent in the dim light. 

He pressed his body on top of hers, their warm skin making its first connection, her nipples hard and cool against his chest. They eased down onto the bed together and Freddie kissed along Serena’s jawline while she gripped his ass with both of her hands. He ran his thumb along her cheek and then cupped the back of her neck in his hand drawing her lips to his again.

He pulled back and looked in her eyes, “You’re beautiful, Serena,” he whispered.

She smiled at him and fumbled with the button on the top of his pants. “And you’re sexy as hell,” she replied. “Now, get these pants off,” she whispered. Freddie almost came right then and there. “You are my fiancé after all,” she smiled.

He laughed, “My beautiful, hillbilly fiancée.”

She drew her fingertips to her lips. 

“It doesn’t matter,” he said. “Your teeth aren’t what makes you beautiful.” He placed his hand on her chest, “This is.”

She pulled Freddie’s face to hers and kissed him both hard and soft at the same time, which Freddie didn’t think was possible. When she pulled back, he wiped away a lone tear from her cheek with his thumb.

Serena ran her feet up Freddie’s legs, hooking her toes onto the waistband of his pants before drawing them down his legs. He raised his eyebrows at the monkey move and finished the job, kicking the pants off his feet. He eased her down beside him and pulled her striped panties down to her knees, kissing at her lower belly before pulling them off her feet and tossing them onto the worn floorboards of the cabin. She wrapped her smooth leg over the top of his waist and he could feel the strength in her thighs as she gripped his body. He kissed her and she playfully nipped at his bottom lip, her eyes meeting his, and then she nodded. He was hard, throbbing, and ready. 

Freddie wanted to make love to Serena all day and all night but knew that if he kept going at this pace, he wasn’t going to last long. Just her touch was able to bring him to that critical moment, the point of no return. He pulled his body away from hers. Serena’s breathing had been heavy, her moans the only sound in the quiet cabin air. With his retreat, her eyes snapped open and she looked at him questioningly, propping herself up on her elbows. Freddie grinned and pushed her thighs open wide, kissing and nibbling at the softest skin on her body. Serena’s fingertips rested in his hair as he took his time between her legs, her moans and whimpers of pleasuring feeding his own desire. She gripped the sheets and arched her back, her hips bucking as her orgasm coursed through her body. Freddie looked up at her heaving chest from between her legs. He kissed his way up her body, goosebumps trailing behind where his lips had been. He reached down and felt for his backpack, crossing his fingers that at one point he had some condoms stashed in the front pocket and he breathed out a sigh of relief as he felt the foil packet.

“Really, Freddie?” Serena smiled at him as he bit off the corner. 

“You never know,” he said as he rolled the condom into place. 

“Did you pack that thinking you were going to get lucky today?”

“It’s best to be prepared,” he said skirting the question and kissed her. He always had condoms within arms’ reach, but she didn’t need to know that. She wrapped her legs around his body and pulled his hips forward with her heels. Freddie didn’t need any more coaxing and he moaned as he finally pressed into her. She gasped every time he thrust, digging her nails into his back. They rocked together like they had been in each other’s beds for years, the experience of a couple who knew how to move together but with the excitement and novelty of new bodies. 
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FREDDIE AND SERENA climaxed simultaneously and collapsed into each other’s arms, breathing as if they had just finished a marathon. She nestled into the nook under Freddie’s arm and rested her head on his chest, running her fingers through his brown chest hair. For such a blondie, she was surprised at the darkness of the hair on his chest and other parts of his body.

It had been over a year since she had been with a man, and it had been worth the wait. Freddie was a considerate lover, and for a couple that were just getting to know each other, being naked in his arms felt easy and comfortable. She didn’t know if it was him, or the fact that he was from a small town, but Freddie was different from every single man that she had dated. Those guys were out romancing and dating every woman they could. She didn’t get that feeling from Freddie. Was she naïve? Maybe, but something in her gut told her that Freddie was different. If this hadn’t been an arranged relationship - if they had met organically - she knew that he would call her tomorrow. That he wouldn’t move onto the next girl in line. She looked up at him and kissed his jaw. She felt a stirring in her lower abdomen that rushed to her heart. Oh no. ‘Stop it,’ she thought to herself. She couldn’t fall in love with her fake fiancé.

He trailed his fingertips over her shoulder and she practically purred. “Can we stay here forever Freddie?”

She felt the pause of his breath under her cheek. “Wouldn’t you miss all the fancy restaurants and expensive shoes?”

“I could be happy here.” She meant in his arms.

“Here in this cabin, or Chance Rapids?” he asked and twirled her hair around his fingers. 

Her question had been hypothetical, bordering on fantasy, but she realized that Freddie was taking the conversation seriously. Could she live in a small town? She hesitated. “I don’t think I’d miss that stuff.” But with the exception of Megan and Charlotte’s coffee shop, Chance Rapids was seriously behind the times. There was no nightlife, no turbo spin studios, there was nothing in Chance Rapids for Serena, except Freddie.

“Could you live in the city?” she asked, already knowing the answer. The feeling of Freddie’s fingers in her hair was divine and almost putting her to sleep.

“Maybe,” he said. 

She sat up abruptly. “Maybe? Freddie, you hate the city.” 

“There’s one good thing about it,” he reached his hand around her waist and pulled her onto his lap. She could feel his hardness through the tousled sheets.

They made love again, but this time Serena could feel another layer of emotion between them. Sadness, as if they both knew that each other was lying to themselves. Freddie couldn’t move to the city, Serena knew that. Asking him to do so would be cruel, like caging a tiger.

Serena heard Freddie’s breaths slow and grow deeper. Even if they couldn’t be together, she needed to remember this moment forever. However, instead of reaching for her phone, she studied his face, saw how there was a touch of ginger in the stubble on his chin, and that his eyelashes were longer than hers and they were just so light they were almost transparent. 

“Freddie,” she whispered but was only met with his deep breaths. Good, she didn’t want him to hear what she was about to say. “I think I’m falling in love with you.” She held her breath as she watched for any acknowledgment that he had heard her. When there was none, she didn’t know whether she was relieved or secretly hoping that he would say the same thing. She pulled the wool blanket up over her shoulder and over Freddie’s chest and fell asleep listening to the thump of his heartbeat.
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A SUDDEN METALLIC BANG startled Freddie and his eyes snapped open. Serena had been sleeping in his armpit and had bolted upright with him. The sharp bangs continued like someone was pouring buckets of bb pellets on the roof of the cabin.

“What is that?” she asked.

“It’s rain,” Freddie said and relaxed back down.

“It’s so loud.” Serena pulled back the curtain and peered out the window. “I guess we’re not going back anytime soon. Freddie sat up beside her, his hair a messy compass, pointing both east and west. 

“These heavy rainstorms pack a punch, but they usually don’t last too long.” Freddie looked down and realized that he was still naked. He patted the sheets in search of his boxer shorts, but couldn’t find them. He shrugged and then rolled out of the bed. He pulled out a sandwich and chugged back one of the water bottles.

“Should we be trying to conserve water?” Serena asked as he handed her the second bottle. “You know, in case we are stranded here?”

Freddie chuckled. He knew that while it would be a wet walk, they would be able to head back to the car at any time. “You’re right,” he said and put the cap on his water bottle. “We could be stuck here for a while.” He pulled the wrapping off the sandwich and took a huge bite. Their lovemaking sessions had taken a lot out of him and he was famished. He handed Serena the second sandwich and waited for some kind of gluten objection, but she surprised him and devoured the entire thing.

“You have more food right?” she said as she rolled the wrapper in her hands. 

“That was it. You just ate all of our rations,” he said as he finished off his sandwich.

Serena grabbed the backpack and pulled out the energy bars. “I guess we still have these.” Her hands were trembling.

Freddie sat down on the side of the bed and patted her knee. “We’re not going to starve. There’s another trail out of here, I can have you back to the truck in twenty minutes.” He had thought about playing into her fear, but after the canoe incident, figured she’d had enough adrenaline for the day.

She smacked his arm. “But it took us hours to get here.”

“I know, that route is way more scenic. I thought that it would be better for the photos. Speaking of which, we should probably get on that.” Freddie realized that Serena had hardly pulled out her phone all day.

“Freddie, can I tell you something?” she asked.

“Of course,” he replied.

“I hate what I do for a living. It’s deceptive. People think that I have this great life when in reality, I’m...” she hesitated, “lonely.”

He pulled her to him and squeezed her tightly. She rested her head on his shoulder as he rubbed her back. “What do you want, Serena? YOU. Not what’s best for those around you.” He asked and waited through the silence for her response.

He counted the breaths, it took her five to respond, “I’d like to get back into my design work. Have a community of friends, like you have here. I’d like to just enjoy my life, not document a fake version of it.”

“That doesn’t sound like it’s too much to ask.”

“What about you, Freddie? What do you want?” she asked.

Freddie hadn’t thought about what he wanted in years. He was a go with the flow kind of guy. He was happy with where he was, or at least he thought that he was. “Well, I like my job. I actually really love my job.”

“That’s something most people don’t have,” she replied.

“I’m not the kind of guy who sits around thinking about what he wants, Serena,” Freddie said but as the words left his mouth he realized he was wrong. He saw what his brother had with Charlotte, and how Megan and Josh were each other’s best friends. He wanted that. He pulled back the curtain and saw that the rain had stopped and that the sun was peeking out as the dark clouds subsided.

“We should get going. Aren’t we scheduled to go taste wedding cakes tonight?” Freddie asked.

Serena checked her watch. “Oh, no!” She hopped out of bed and plucked her bra from the lampshade. She shook the covers out and shuffled the pillows around on the bed. 

“Looking for these?” Freddie grinned and held out her panties.

“You...” Serena jumped at Freddie as he held her panties hostage. As she stood on her tiptoes, reaching over his head, Freddie realized that what he had been looking for, his missing piece was standing right in front of him. While Serena was distracted, he slipped his arm around her waist and pulled her in to kiss her on the lips. Her flailing subsided and she dropped her hands to rest on his shoulders. He looped his other hand around her back, still clutching her panties.

“Hey, Serena.” He pulled back from their kiss and gazed into her eyes.

“Yes?” 

He wanted to tell her. “I...” his voice wavered. “I...” Her eyes were searching his, but he couldn’t bring himself to say the words that were burning into his soul because it was crazy. Serena was a pain in the ass and she was going to be gone from his life for good next month. “I can help you with these,” he stated as he stepped back and knelt down in front of her. 

She looked at him quizzically, but let him lift up her foot as he fumbled to unroll the panties to slide them up her legs. Serena held onto his shoulders for balance as he pulled them into place. He let his fingers linger in the thin lace waistband and then turned away from her. “Thank you, Freddie,” she said. 

“We should get going,” he replied. He pulled her clothes down from the rafters, they were damp, but dry enough for her to wear. 

“What about the sheets?” she asked from behind him.

He handed the yoga pants and top to her and pulled the sheets off the bed, rolled them into a ball and shoved them into his backpack. “I’ll take care of them.”

Freddie blinked as they stepped out into the last of the daylight. “We’re going to lose the sun if we don’t hurry,” he said. Serena reached for his hand, but he pulled it away. “You might want to get some pictures of that,” he pointed to the pink clouds surrounding the white peaks.

“You’re right,” Serena replied. She took a series of several photos, instructed Freddie where to stand and what to hold, and for most of the photos, she insisted that he hold the paddle. For the last photo, she wrapped her arm around his shoulder and held her phone up to capture the cabin in the background. “Smile, grouch,” she joked. Freddie did his best to turn up the sides of his lips into a smile.

“That’s better,” she smiled. 

He turned to look at her as she snapped the last photo. He didn’t know it at the time, but she had captured the exact moment that Freddie decided to save himself from being hurt. From her.

He turned and started to trudge down the shortcut to the truck. He kept the pace fast enough that Serena was practically jogging to keep up behind him.
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Chapter 18
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THE COFFEE SHOP WAS closed for the day and Megan had several cake samples lined up along the bar for them to try. Freddie had been running hot and cold the entire time she had been in town, and the air between them had reached arctic level.

“How about this one?” Megan presented Serena and Freddie with a vanilla bean cake with a white chocolate icing. 

Serena snapped a photo of each of the samples before taking a bite. “This one is amazing.” Serena practically melted at the same rate as the buttercream frosting in her mouth.

“What do you think, Freddie?” Megan asked.

Freddie shrugged. “They’re all good Meg.”

“Well, you two have to agree on one of them,” she replied. 

Serena felt a twinge of guilt as she knew that the cake would never be made. “What about that one?” she asked, pointing to one of the bakery’s signature pastries under the glass dome beside the register. Megan turned to look at what she was pointing at and Serena got up to make a video of the Sugar Peaks pecan cupcakes. 

“Ummm. Freddie’s allergic to pecans...” Megan stood and replaced the glass dome over the offending cakes. 

“Right, I forgot...” 

The phone rang. “You’ll have to excuse me,” Megan said. “I’m waiting on the orders for the bachelor auction cupcakes. You won’t believe what the committee wanted me to try and make with fondant...” she laughed and waddled off in only the way a very pregnant woman can.

“How allergic?” Serena whispered under her breath.

“Not dying allergic,” Freddie replied. Then he leaned in a little closer and whispered, “I just hate nuts.”

Serena smiled. “That’s a good way to get out of eating them. But now Megan thinks I don’t know that my fiancé has a food allergy. That’s something a fiancée should know,” she whispered and leaned into Freddie.

“You’re thinking too much about it,” Freddie replied. 

“I’m tired of looking like a lunatic.” Serena found herself enjoying the company of Freddie’s friends, but knew that except for Charlotte, they were all dubious about the strength of their relationship. But she had the feeling that on an ordinary day, one where she wasn’t lying through her teeth, that she could be friends with Freddie’s Chance Rapids crew.

Serena tried to lace her fingers through Freddie’s under the table, but he flinched when she touched him and pulled his hand away. He grabbed the last piece of cake and shoved it into his mouth. Ever since they left the cabin, he seemed like a different person. He practically sprinted down the trail and on the drive into town he had turned up the radio so loud they couldn’t talk.

“Is everything okay?” she whispered.

He looked at her with a start. “Yep. Great.”

Serena’s heart sank. The warmth she had felt with him in the cabin was gone. “You seem distracted.”

“Listen, Serena,” he turned to face her. “This dress-up and make-believe might be fun for you, but it’s not for me. Just take your damn pictures and let’s get this over with.”

She recoiled at his harsh words. This wasn’t the playful banter that she and Freddie had bandied back and forth. “Fine.”She stood up quickly and her heavy wooden chair thudded to the ground behind her. “Let’s go.”

Megan rushed back to the table. “Is everything okay?” she asked. 

“I’m not feeling great,” Serena replied and rubbed her stomach. She wasn’t lying. Freddie’s back and forth was enough to give her whiplash. 

Freddie stood and picked up the chair. “We’re going to go with the white cake with the white frosting.”

“Was it something you ate?” Megan’s eyes were wide with concern.

Serena kicked herself for not thinking of a better excuse. “I think it’s just too much sugar.”

“Keep an eye on her,” Megan said to Freddie as he rushed her to the door. 

“Will do,” Freddie replied.

After a flurry of thanks and hugs, the two of them shuffled out to the main street. Serena shivered in the night air and had to jog to catch up to Freddie who was walking three feet away from her with his hands shoved in his pockets. 

“Listen, Freddie, I can get a hotel room if you want, I can put together enough of a disguise to get by without being recognized.”

He paused. “If you did, all of this would’ve been for nothing.”

“Why are you being such a dick?” Serena hissed and stepped around him, stopping him in his tracks. She stood close enough that she could’ve reached out to touch his chest.

“I’m being realistic,” Freddie replied. “Business over pleasure, isn’t that what they say?” he muttered and headed south down the main street.

Serena hated being out of her element in this town. If she had been closer to home, she would’ve turned on her heel and left Freddie and his piece of shit attitude in her dust. She couldn’t believe the feelings that she’d had earlier. Was she insane? Was she drunk on small-town life? It was plain to see, Freddie was a jerk. “Wait for me,” she muttered and jogged the two strides required to catch up with her fiancé.

Freddie paused and allowed Serena to catch up with him, then the two of them walked down Main Street and headed for Freddie’s house. The silence hung heavily between them like an iron curtain and Serena was the first to pull it back. “Listen, Freddie. I don’t understand what’s going on with you. I thought that we were just making the best out of this situation.

He reached out and gripped her forearm, halting their walk. “Serena, you and I can’t be together. You might be good at pretending and all this shit...” He pointed to the phone that was a permanent fixture in her hand, “but I’d rather just take the pictures and leave all the other... stuff, out of it.”

Serena’s eyes met his, the crinkles beside his eyes said kindness and she knew that even though his words were harsh, they were coming from a good place. “I know we can’t be together. That would be crazy,” she replied. “And if that’s the way you want to play it, all business, that’s fine with me too. But, Freddie, business people can be cordial and kind to each other. Maybe we should try that.”

She held out her hand for a handshake, her olive branch. He paused, sighed and then shook it. “Deal.” 

“We can tour the venues tomorrow and then I’ll be out of your hair for a little while. I’ll get tons of photos. We can do wardrobe changes tomorrow and everything. You know, create the illusion that I’ve spent more time here. That should be enough content to satisfy the Sidney’s people until we get together again.”

“Perfect. Suits me just fine.” 

They passed a little white house with a picket fence made of old skis. “Is that ever cute,” she said and snapped a photo. 

“That’s Josh and Megan’s house,” Freddie said.

Serena was thankful that they were speaking like normal human beings again. “They seem like such a nice couple,” she mused as she focused the shot. “How did they get together?” 

“Who, Josh and Megan?”

“Yeah. I mean, they’re an adorable couple but she’s what, ten years older than him?”

“Something like that,” Freddie replied. “Her ex-husband cheated on her and she holed up in Charlotte’s mansion while the dust settled.”

“Wow, poor woman,” Serena said as they walked along. It was darker than the previous evening. The cloud cover from the stormy weather earlier had stuck around hiding all the stars. 

“It was actually quite the small-town scandal,” Freddie said.

“Really?” Serena was curious as to what was more scandalous than a cheating husband.

“I don’t like to gossip,” Freddie said.

“Oh, right. Of course.” Serena didn’t want to push.

Freddie turned to her and continued, “Charlotte grew up here and everyone was cruel to her. Her name was actually Billie Jo. She and Logan were kind of a thing, but after school, she vanished.”

Serena was enthralled, both with the story and for Freddie’s clear non-aversion to participating in small-town gossip, “Vanished?”

“Yeah, just disappeared. Turns out she went and changed her name and made millions in the real estate industry.”

“What does that have to do with Megan?” Serena asked. They had reached the walkway to Freddie’s house and he clicked open the waist-high gate to let her in.

“After you.” He waved her into the property. “I’m just getting to the best part,” he said and opened the front door.

Serena bent down to untie her hiking boots. Freddie kicked off his shoes and headed into the kitchen. “Would you like a beer?” he asked.

“Sure,” Serena replied. It had been a long day.

The two of them sat down on the couch together and Freddie turned on the TV. Serena took a sip of her beer and relaxed into the couch. They were doing a great job at avoiding the tension that hung in the air between them, but she longed to reach out and let her fingertips linger in his while they talked. Business. All business, she reminded herself, and keep her hands away from his.

“Tell me the rest of the story.” Serena was so intrigued by Charlotte and Megan’s tale.

“I shouldn’t. I mean I should let them tell you,” he said, but Serena could tell it would only take a gentle push to bring out Freddie’s inner gossip queen.

“Oh, come on,” she said and nudged his knee with hers. His eyes snapped to their legs, and he pulled his away to tuck his foot under his other leg.

“Fine. I’m sure they will tell you anywaaaay,” he continued drawing out the word. “Charlotte bought that big house but didn’t tell anyone who she was. I don’t know how she got away with it for so many years, but when you’re rich like that, you don’t really have to come into town all that often. So for years, she was living there on the hill, hiding from everyone.”

“And she didn’t tell anyone who she was?”

“Nope.”

“Why?”

“I think she originally came back to show everyone up, but then changed her mind.”

“I would want to.” Serena hated to admit it.

“Me too, but I guess with all that business acumen and what have you, she just wanted to leave her old life behind.”

“She is classy like that,” Serena nodded. She took another sip of her beer and her head felt light. They had gone straight from the cabin to the cake tasting. “I still don’t understand where Megan comes in.”

“Well, Charlotte had plans for the Sugar Peaks Café and hired Megan to be the face of the project. When Josh met Megan at Charlotte’s house, he thought she owned that mansion and they both went along with it.”

“Whoa, so Megan pretended to be Charlotte?”

“Not exactly, as far as anyone in town knew, Megan was the owner of the café, but everyone assumed she owned the big house and she didn’t correct them.”

Serena shook her head, this was better than a soap opera. “How did it all come out?”

“When Megan fell for Josh, she had to tell him the truth.”

“Ouch. Was he pissed?”

“Yep. It almost ruined them.”

“Honesty is key,” Serena said quietly.

“I know. And look at us... lying to everyone.”

They drank in silence, but Serena’s mind was still trying to put the pieces of the story together. She noticed that Freddie’s knee had relaxed and rested lightly against hers. She let her hand drift to the sofa between them to see if he would reach out to her. She knew that she was pushing the limit of their ‘business’ agreement, but she couldn’t help herself. 

“Where is Megan from?” Serena asked.

“Same place as you.” Freddie set his hand down next to hers, his pinky brushing hers.

“Really, she doesn’t strike me as a city girl.”

“She’s adapted well to life here in Chance Rapids but this one time, she almost died. She fell through the ice when she thought the lake was a field.”

“Oh, my god,” Serena gasped, but her mind was whirring. If Megan could move to Chance Rapids and fit in so well, maybe she could too. “Does Megan miss her old life? You know, not the cheating husband part, but living in the city?”

“I don’t know. We don’t really have heart-to-hearts like that,” he said. “You’d have to ask her yourself.”

Freddie wasn’t taking the bait with her hand placement, so Serena stood up, stretched and headed to the bathroom to brush her teeth and start with her bedtime routine.

“Did you ask Charlotte how many venues we are going to see tomorrow?” she asked as she splashed water on her face. Chance Rapids didn’t have a wedding planner, so when Freddie asked Charlotte to show them the venues, she had reluctantly agreed.

“I think three,” Freddie replied.

Serena’s wondered whether they would do the pillow barrier sleeping arrangement again. She quickly brushed her teeth and applied her sponsored anti-aging moisturizer, the kind she didn’t need. As she padded to the bedroom, she glanced to the living room and saw Freddie lying on the couch, a blanket on top of him.

“Goodnight,” Freddie said to her without looking up from the TV.

“Are you going to sleep?” she asked.

“I’m not really tired,” he said, the light from the TV flickering on his face.

“Me neither,” Serena said and leaned on the doorframe.

“Want to watch a movie?” Freddie asked.

“Sure,” she replied. 

He sat up and patted the sofa beside him.  

“Any requests?” he asked.

“Something funny,” she said. “Or scary.” She sat on the other end of the sofa.

“That narrows it down a little bit,” he laughed as he scrolled through the menu.

Ashton Kutcher’s face took up the huge TV screen and Serena curled up into a ball, resting her head on the arm of the couch - the irony of watching Friends with Benefits was not lost on her. She shifted around trying to find a position that was comfortable, but the long walk and exertion from her afternoon had left her sore. 

Freddie tossed the blanket to her. She unfolded it and pulled it up to her chin. “You can lean against me if you like,” he said. 

Serena raised her eyebrows. “Do you cuddle with all of your business partners?” she asked as she shifted her feet to rest on the arm of the sofa. She knew it wasn’t a good idea, but his shoulder was a very comfortable place. 

“It’s not cuddling if my arm isn’t around you,” he said. She looked up at him. This man was so confusing. 

“I suppose you’re right. But it would be a whole lot more comfortable if it was.” She rocked her head on his shoulder in an effort to get comfortable.

She felt Freddie’s whole body stiffen. Had she pushed too far? She kept her eyes trained on the TV screen waiting for something, anything from Freddie. She felt like she was going to explode when he pulled his arm out from beneath her and melted as she felt its heaviness across her shoulders. Their afternoon had been intimate and exploratory, but this moment lying in the warmth of his body felt more sensual, and she hated to admit it, like home.

“Tell me more stories, Freddie,” Serena murmured.

“I don’t like to gossip,” he reiterated.

“It’s not gossip. It’s more like a background update.”

He chuckled. “I suppose you’re right. Whose background update do you want?”

Serena’s eyes were heavy. “How about yours?” She was tired and should’ve known better, but she didn’t know anything about his past. There had to be something there. He seemed so into her one minute, and the next, he couldn’t stand to be in the same room as her. 

He cleared his throat. “How about Lauren’s?”

Serena was disappointed but had the feeling he wasn’t going to open up. “Sure. That’s Charlotte’s sister. The lawyer?”

“Yes. Hers is a good one,” Freddie said. “She was such a nerd in high school. Everyone teased her, but I don’t think that she cared. I always thought that she was sweet and nice. Even though her nose was always buried in a book.”

“I got the impression that she is super smart,” Serena replied.

“Yeah, way smarter than anyone I know.”

“How does a bookworm get involved in a small-town scandal?” Serena was dubious that Lauren’s story could be anywhere near as good as her sister’s.

“I heard...” he paused. “I mean, you have to remember that this is all through the grapevine.”

“Yeah, yeah, I get it. You’re not responsible for anything you’re about to say,” she joked.

When he laughed, her head shook gently with the rise and fall of his stomach. “She had a full-ride scholarship to three different universities.”

“Makes sense.”

“Anyway, her mom got sick senior year and with her sister gone, she passed up her scholarships to look after her mom.”

“Oh, Freddie. That’s not scandalous, that’s just sad.”

“It is sad, but it gets worse. She got knocked up and the guy took off.”

“Ugh!” Serena groaned. “What’s wrong with men?”

“She got a job working at the gas station with her mom, and I heard that she did correspondence courses.”

“Couldn’t she go after the guy for child support?” Serena asked.

“She didn’t,” Freddie said. “She didn’t tell anyone who the father is. Charlotte doesn’t even know.”

“What?” Serena gasped. “That’s crazy.”

Serena felt Freddie shift under her and shut her eyes as he rested his hand on her neck. His touch felt good.

“The rumor mill went wild, but Lauren ignored everyone. Every guy in town was potentially the father at one point or another. Even me,” he laughed.

“What did she tell people?”

“She said that the guy had been in town for a weekend and that she didn’t even know his name.”

“I don’t know Lauren well, but that doesn’t sound like her at all.”

“I know. It’s weird. That poor girl will probably never know who her father is.”

“She’s got to be asking questions,” Serena mused.

“I don’t know what she’s been told.” Freddie paused. “And, I think I’ve said too much.”

“I’m glad that I know,” Serena replied. “That way I won’t put my foot in my mouth.” She said through a yawn.

“Hey, Serena...” 

“Yeah.” Serena’s eyes snapped open as she felt Freddie playing with her hair. 

“I’m sorry for being a dick,” he said. “I like you. I said that I wanted to protect you from being hurt. I mean, I guess that I... I want that for both of us. If we get too cozy, it’s going to hurt when this ends.”

Serena nodded, her cheek chafing on Freddie’s jeans.

“I get it, Freddie. I like you too,” she replied. “But we need to be pragmatic.”

“Sure, pragmatic...”

“Should I move to the armchair?” she asked, her heart heavy with his words ‘when this ends.’ 

“We can go back to business after the movie. This is purely for comfort reasons and the fact that I only have one couch.” 

“Purely comfort,” Serena murmured. She couldn’t agree more. Soon she’d have to say goodbye to Freddie forever, but not tonight. Her eyes grew heavy with the rise and fall of Freddie’s chest as his breathed lulled her to sleep.
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THE CREDITS WERE ROLLING on the movie, but she hadn’t moved. Serena’s eyelids fluttered and Freddie wondered what she was dreaming about. For such a thin woman, she was solid as a rock. His arm was asleep but he couldn’t bring himself to wake her up.

He regretted being a jerk. He saw the way she looked at him, he knew what it meant because it was the same way he looked at her. He sighed. Long distance never works. He knew that firsthand. Setting boundaries was going to be the key to making their arrangement work. For once in his life, he was the one closing the door on sex and intimacy, but the damn woman kept knocking.

The last thing he expected was to have real feelings for his fake fiancée. There could be no more cuddling, no more lingering touches, and definitely, no more sleeping together. He scooped her up in his arms and set her down on his bed. She murmured and nestled her face into his feather pillow. He pulled the covers up over her shoulder. Every fiber of his being wanted to hop into that bed and hold her tightly to him, and if he was being brutally honest, pull off those pajama pants and wake her up, Freddie-style but instead, he leaned down and kissed her gently on the cheek. He clicked off the light on the nightstand, paused at the doorway to look at the beautiful woman in his bed, and headed back to the couch.

***
[image: image]


SERENA’S EYES SNAPPED open as she rolled over into someone or something. Disappointment washed over her when she realized that it was only the pillows. She heard clattering in the kitchen and some swearing. She got out of bed and peeked into the kitchen. Coffee was streaming out of the machine, along the countertop, and onto the floor. 

“Dammit,” Freddie muttered as he tossed kitchen towels onto the steaming river of coffee.

Serena tiptoed back to the bedroom, pulled on her jeans, a t-shirt, and tossed her hair into a ponytail. She made a quick trip to the bathroom to splash some water on her face and brush her teeth. Never in a million years would she leave her city condo without a face full of makeup, but she felt at peace going bare-faced in Chance Rapids.

She walked into the kitchen. “Hey, Freddie. I’m going to go to the café and...” She pretended to be shocked by the coffee-splosion. “Get some coffee.”

“Yeah, we could use some,” he said as he continued mopping.

“Do you want me to come with you?” he asked.

“No, it’s okay. I can bring back some of those yummy looking breakfast sandwiches.” Serena was dubious about Freddie’s skills in the kitchen.

“Thank, Serena.” Freddie looked up and smiled at her. 

Serena had her own agenda. Yes, she needed to start the day with an infusion of caffeine. Especially, with all of the activities they had planned, but she secretly hoped that she’d be able to have a few words with Megan.

Her heart sank as she stepped into the busy café and saw that Megan was in the thick of things, steaming some espresso. She placed her order and took a seat on one of the log benches and scrolled through her phone. Her posts and videos from the day before had been well received, with lots of positive comments and well-wishes about her engagement.

“Is this seat taken?” a female voice said.

Serena looked up to see Charlotte, dressed in an exquisite silk dress and heels, holding the hand of a cute little girl.

“Of course not. Please have a seat.” Serena moved a pile of newspapers and local ski magazines so that Charlotte could set down her cup of coffee.

“This is my niece, Tabitha,” Charlotte said. “Tabitha, this is Serena, Uncle Freddie’s, uh, girlfriend.” 

“Hi Tabitha,” Serena said.

“Hi,” Tabitha replied. 

Tabitha and Charlotte sat down at the table. Tabitha was an adorable little girl, her big eyes amplified by the thick glasses on her face.

“How did the cake tasting go?” Charlotte asked.

“Great,” Serena said, not wanting to get into any details.

“What were you looking at?” Charlotte asked, pointing to her phone.

“Actually, I was checking on my posts from yesterday.” Serena slid her phone so that Charlotte could see the scenery shot from the cabin.

Tabitha looked over her aunt’s shoulder at Serena’s photos. “When I grow up I want to do these things,” she said.

“No, you don’t sweetie,” Charlotte replied. “Why don’t you go see if Auntie Megan needs some help and let me have a chat with Serena.”

“Okay,” Tabitha grinned and hopped up from the table.

“She loves helping out,” Charlotte explained and resumed scrolling through the photos. “I see you went to High Lake,” she said and started flicking through the rest of the photos.

Serena grabbed for her phone, but not before Charlotte saw the photo that Freddie had taken of her. The one that she hated, chipped tooth, raccoon eyes, soaking wet. A drowned rat would look good next to that photo.

“So, you two had a good day then?” Charlotte seemed surprised.

“Is that a question?” Serena was sick of the passive-aggressive comments from Freddie’s crew.

“Serena, I’m on your side.”

The server arrived at the table and set down the coffee and breakfast sandwiches that she had ordered. 

“People are taking sides? Let me guess. There’s a betting pool too.” Serena was appalled. 

“That’s not what I meant,” Charlotte backpedaled. “I just meant that I think that you two are good together, that’s all.”

“And other people don’t.”

Charlotte sighed. “No. Other people don’t.”

“Like Logan.” Even though their relationship wasn’t real, it hurt Serena that someone didn’t like her. That she wasn’t good enough for their brother. 

“Don’t take it personally.” Charlotte reached out her hand to hold Serena’s.

“How do I not?”

“He’s protective of Freddie. I shouldn’t say anything...” Charlotte hesitated. “But Freddie was really hurt years ago and he never really recovered.”

“What do you mean,” Serena asked.

“Freddie met a girl, a ski racer, years ago. They fell madly in love when she came here to train. They dated long distance the whole time she was in University and then she decided that she wanted to move to New York. She told Freddie that the long-distance thing didn’t work for her.”

“But they had done it for years,” Serena said. The things Freddie had said to her the day before were starting to make a lot more sense.

“Freddie was big in the ski scene and being on his arm helped her with her ski career. Logan thinks that she didn’t have a use for him after he blew out his knee and retired. But Freddie being Freddie, decided to drop everything, and surprise her in Manhattan but when he got there, she had already moved on. He walked in on her in bed with another man.”

“Oh,” Serena whispered. “That explains a lot.”

“From what I hear, Freddie went into a deep depression, you know. Too much booze and women.”

“And he hasn’t had a girlfriend since?”

“Not that I know of. So, you can see why his sudden infatuation with you is ringing alarm bells for those who love him.”

“But not you?” Something wasn’t quite right with Charlotte, but she couldn’t put her finger on it.

“No, not me. I think that he just needed the right girl to come along and, Serena...” Charlotte reached for her phone, scrolled back a few photos to the one with the two of them in the canoe. “I think that’s you.”

Serena pursed her lips. She wanted to tell Charlotte the whole truth. She hated lying to people; especially, those who were being kind to her. “It’s a complicated situation but I can honestly tell you that I’ve fallen for Freddie.” She picked at the paper seam on the coffee cup. “And I think he feels the same way too but has been pushing me away,” she whispered.

“Now you know why,” Charlotte whispered. “He’s scared.”

“Oh, my god.” Serena finally realized the scale of her situation. 

Charlotte nodded, her eyes exuded kindness as she sipped her coffee. “Yep. You two are in a dilly of a pickle.” Serena laughed. Charlotte was the oddest combination of sophistication and goofiness she’d ever met. Charlotte tapped Serena’s phone screen. “Do you really have 700,000 followers?” she asked.

Grateful for the chance in subject, Serena clicked to her main page. “Seven hundred and twenty-three thousand. My goal is 800,000 by the end of the month.”

“Is that possible?” Charlotte asked and leaned forward on her elbows.

“Sure. I mean, I got into the game early and I’ve built a brand. And...” Serena smiled widely at Charlotte, “a scandal can do wonders for your account. Like someone pouring champagne over your head.”

Charlotte laughed. “I apologized for that snafu, but it looks like you should be thanking me.”

“I should,” Serena laughed.

“I’ve been trying to build up the marketing for my Chance Rapids brokerage but with all of my showings and negotiations, I just don’t have the time for all this stuff.” She fluttered her fingertips at Serena’s phone.

“I could help you,” Serena offered.

“Well, I think I’d need someone for more than the next month.”

Serena looked up at Charlotte. “The next month?”

“I just meant that it would have to be someone local,” Charlotte stammered. It was the first time that Serena had heard any lack of confidence in her voice. “Listen, it was nice chatting with you, but I’ve got to get going. Are we still meeting at one?” 

“Yes, one,” Serena replied, thoroughly confused by Charlotte. It was as if she knew that Serena and Freddie’s relationship was going to be over in a month and that she wouldn’t be a resident of Chance Rapids anytime soon.

“Great. See you there.” Charlotte gathered up her handbag and coffee.

“Wait, Charlotte,” Serena said and Charlotte paused. “Great dress.”

“Oh, this?” Charlotte looked down, “Thanks,” she said and started to walk away.

“Wait. Can I ask you something?” Serena said quickly.

Charlotte turned and put her hand on her hip. “Yep.”

Serena could tell that the busy woman was losing her patience.

“Do you feel weird walking around this small town in those expensive clothes? I mean, look at everyone here.” Everyone in the coffee shop was in jeans or some kind of high tech performance gear.

“That’s the beauty of Chance Rapids. You can be whoever who want to be and if not, the city is only a few hours away.” Charlotte winked, turned on her expensive leather-soled heel and marched out of the café hand in hand with her niece.

While Serena gathered up the paper cups and breakfast sandwiches, her mind was racing a mile a minute. She had spent the last few years swimming in a shit-filled dating pool and now had finally found the fish who made her heart race. Was she was going to throw it all away because she couldn’t live without expensive take-out and cultural events? But there was her dad. She couldn’t move away from him but wondered if he could be moved to Chance Rapids. The thought had never crossed her mind. As if on cue, her phone rang. It was the concussion center. She jabbed at the button to accept the call.

She said hello with trepidation. So far, all the calls had been bad news.

“He’s what?” she said into the phone. The noise of the coffee shop faded into the background and she felt light-headed as the blood rushed to her head. She nodded and listened to the report from the doctor and when she hung up the phone, she had tears in her eyes.

She couldn’t believe it. The experimental treatment had worked. Her dad couldn’t speak but he was awake. She wanted to scream and jump up and down. She looked at her phone and the first person who came to mind was Freddie. He was her person. That’s when she knew that she had to fight for him. She wanted him to be the one she ran to with exciting news. 

She took the café steps two at a time, intent on sprinting all the way to Freddie’s to tell him she had to go see her dad and that she could move to Chance Rapids. For him.

Her heart was pounding as she rounded the corner of Main Street and Bristlecombe and didn’t see the battered sedan was parked on the corner. As she sprinted by, its owner opened the door and Serena had to do a quick side-step to avoid a full-blown crash.

The sandwiches went flying and Serena screamed as the hot coffee spattered all over her chest. Her t-shirt now home to a coffee Rorschach pattern. She panicked and pulled at her shirt to get the heat away from her skin. 

“That was stupid,” a husky voice said.

Serena looked up to see the owner of the voice, a middle-aged looking woman wearing low cut jeans and a skin-tight shirt that didn’t quite bridge the gap between hem and waistband. The woman reached out to help her up off the ground. The door opener’s hair was crispy from too much bleach and her skin looked like it was made from a baseball glove. When she grinned at Serena, her bright pink lipstick amplified the yellow of her nicotine-stained teeth. Serena assumed that the woman was referring to herself, “That’s okay. It happens all the time in the city with bikers.” She herself had been guilty of opening the door into the oncoming path of a bicycle messenger.

“Bikers run into car doors in the city?” The woman narrowed her eyes at Serena. 

Serena was caught off guard. “I meant, people don’t look before opening their doors,” she clarified. Unwilling to continue the ridiculous conversation, she muttered, “I have to go.”

“Wait just one minute, aren’t you going to pay for the coffee that you spilled?”

Serena stopped and turned to face the woman, “That was my coffee.” She bent down and picked up the cups and plastic lids from the sidewalk. 

“Mine too.” The woman held out a coffee mug that read, “It’s Wine O’Clock,” and tipped it over to show that it was empty.

“Let’s call it even then, I have to go.” Serena stepped around the woman and as she picked up the takeout containers she wondered if the sandwiches were still in one piece.

The woman narrowed her eyes at Serena, “Ain’t you the girl that’s banging Freddie?” 

Serena paused and turned to face the woman whose smile was now more of a snarl. Enough is enough, she thought. She couldn’t help it. She held up her ring hand and wiggled her finger, causing the giant diamonds to glint in the sunlight. “We’re engaged.”

The woman stepped back like she had been slapped, then grinned an evil yellow smile. “Ha. Good luck with that,” she said. “Wait, I’ve got something for you.” She turned and reached into her car. “These are your fiance’s; he left them in my bedroom.” She handed Serena a pair of sunglasses. The same sunglasses Freddie had worn to the premiere. “You’re not so special, sweetheart.”

Serena’s mouth gaped open. She couldn’t believe that Freddie had been with this woman. “W-when did he forget these in your... your...” she couldn’t bring herself to say it.

“Bedroom? Is that the word your pretty little head is looking for? Oh, just a couple of days ago.”

Serena felt like all the air had just been sucked from her lungs. In Charlotte’s story, Freddie’s womanizing ways were in his past, not staring her right in the face.

“Thanks,” she muttered and accepted the sunglasses.

She was only two blocks away from Freddie’s house, but instead of running into his arms, she walked down the alley and tossed the breakfast sandwiches into the dumpster.

She crouched, her back against the brick wall and cried silently into her hands. He knew the ramifications for breaking the contract. How could he? If he were caught with someone else, they would lose their deal with Sidney’s and potentially be sued. And the idea of Freddie being with that woman made her want to retch. Was Serena the laughing stock of the town, a joke? 

She wiped away the tears and marched back to Bristlecombe, still in shock that her fake boyfriend had cheated on her. Her anger grew until fury was pulsing through her veins. She burst into Freddie’s house, slamming the door open, the knob denting the drywall. Freddie and Logan were standing in the kitchen and both snapped their heads toward the commotion.

“Hi, Sweetheart,” Logan said.

“Hey,” she snapped.

She brushed by the brothers and locked herself in the bedroom. She grabbed the pillow from the bed and buried her face into it, letting the sobs escape into the feathers. They came quick and hard before the anger returned. She paced the bedroom, waiting for Logan to leave so she could confront Freddie. 

The sliding doors opened and closed. She heard Logan and Freddie’s muffled voices from the back deck and it sounded like they were arguing. She tiptoed into the bathroom and splashed some water on her face. The bathroom window was open a crack and from there, she could hear their entire hushed conversation. 

She sat down on the closed toilet seat, leaned her head on the window frame, and held her breath as she strained to hear what they were talking about. 

“I can’t believe you’re being so stupid,” the deeper voice, Logan’s, said.

“I love her,” Freddie replied.

What a liar. She thought to herself. No wonder she fell for his façade. Even now, he sounded genuine.

“Why?” Logan said and Serena heard the disgust in his tone. “You have nothing in common.” Serena had to agree with this point. “She’s pretty but as smart as that rock over there. Looks fade. Trust me.”

Serena screwed up her face. She wanted to burst out onto the back deck and slap Logan. How dare he say that she was dumb. He hadn’t even given her a chance or said more than two words to her. He was the brute hockey player.

“She’s more than looks.” Serena’s heart jumped a half a beat. Freddie was defending her. “She’s actually really smart.”

Logan grunted loudly. “You could’ve fooled me. She only cares about what her life looks like on that damn screen. She’s vacuous Freddie.”

“Vacuous?” Serena hated Logan but was secretly impressed by his vocabulary. Her body was tense as she waited for Freddie’s rebuttal.

“Maybe she is. But do you want me to be with someone like Stacy?”

“She’d be better for you.”

Freddie didn’t respond.

That was enough. Serena grabbed her toiletry bag, marched into the bedroom, and tossed her clothes into her suitcase. Rage surged through her body as she zipped up the bulging luggage. As she trundled out of the house, she glanced to sliding glass doors and could see Freddie gesturing wildly with his hands. She grabbed her car keys, took off her engagement ring since they were going to have to give it back anyway and tossed it onto the kitchen counter.

She didn’t care about the fallout. She had to break up with her fake fiancé, for real.
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FREDDIE’S FACE WAS red, his blood pressure through the roof as he held his raging temper at bay. He wanted to yell at his brother, push him against the railing, and tell him that he was wrong about Serena. He knew that she was the one for him, even if they had only been pretending. Hell, he wanted to scream it from the rooftops. 

Freddie got it. All Logan saw was his brother jumping into something too fast. But from the moment he pulled Serena into the canoe, he knew that she was the one. If they had been dating for real, that would’ve been the exact moment he decided she needed to be his wife. They just had to get through the next month with all the scrutiny from their friends and family. Then the truth could come out and Logan could grow to accept Serena as his sister-in-law.

“Under those pretty eyes and big tits, there’s nothing. The woman is empty inside.”

“You need to leave,” Freddie said.

“You’re picking her?” Logan replied and leaned against the wooden railing. “Over me?”

Freddie sighed. “I’m not ‘picking’ anyone. I love Serena. She’s got a whole hell of a lot more going on than you know about. You just have to give her a chance.”

“Just call it off and I’ll think about it.”

“Call what off?” Freddie said, even though he knew exactly what Logan was talking about. But they couldn’t call the whole thing off without losing all the money.

“The engagement. That’s the only way I’ll give that twit a chance. Otherwise, you don’t have my support. I won’t go to your bachelor party. I won’t go to your wedding, I’m not going to have anything to do with you until you get your head on straight, Freddie.”

“Are you serious?” Freddie was shocked.

“I know that the pickings here are slim, Fred. What about Megan’s sister? That Ariel girl. You two seemed cozy at the wedding.”

“She was sweet, but she’s going to college in the fall.” And she’s not Serena.

“So? Your fiancée lives hours away. You should do the long-distance thing with the college girl. That would be way more fun.” He smiled, his attempt to lighten the mood failing miserably.

“I’m done with that kind of fun. Logan, if you can’t accept the fact that I’m in love with Serena and we’re engaged, then you need to leave and come back when you can.”

Freddie didn’t want Logan to leave. He loved having him back in his life and hoped that he would call his bluff. 

“Fine. You’ve made your bed brother.” Logan stormed into the kitchen.

Freddie followed, hot on his heels. “I can’t believe you’re being like this.” 

Logan looked around the house. “Where is she? Is she listening?” 

Freddie glanced around the small house, noticing that it seemed eerily quiet. The stack of makeup containers and brushes that had cluttered up his sink were gone. He glanced to the bedroom and his heart sank. There were no clothes strewn across his bed, 

“Do you think she heard us?” Freddie ran to the front window. Sure enough, her little car was gone.

“Looks like she did,” Logan said, holding something between his thick fingers. 

Freddie’s heart stopped as he realized that Logan was holding up the engagement ring. He took two steps toward his brother and snapped the heavy diamond ring from his hand. He pointed to the door, “You need to go. NOW.”

Logan blanched. 

“I’m sorry, Freddie. I don’t know what to –”

“GET THE FUCK OUT OF MY HOUSE,” Freddie yelled and pushed Logan squarely in the chest. 

Logan looked like he was going to protest but then turned and left, closing the door gently behind him.

Freddie picked up his phone and dialed Serena. He was so confused. What the hell had just happened?
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WHEN CHARLOTTE ARRIVED, Freddie was on his back deck slumped in a lounge chair, his phone clutched in his hand.

“Where’s Serena?” Charlotte asked.

“Ask your boyfriend.” Freddie gripped the armrests on the chair and turned to face Charlotte. “And doesn’t anyone knock anymore?”

“I did knock... loudly,” Charlotte said and sat down on the chair beside him. “What’s Logan got to do with this?”

“Serena’s gone,” Freddie said and handed the engagement ring to Charlotte. 

“Gone?” Charlotte said and leaned forward. She examined the ring between her fingers and then handed it back to Freddie. “So the venue tour is off?”

“No shit, Sherlock.” Freddie leaned back and closed his eyes.

“Whoa, Freddie. You don’t get to talk to me like that,” Charlotte said and stood up. “Unless you tell me what’s going on, I’m going to leave and only come back when you aren’t a complete and utter asshole.”

Freddie exhaled heavily. “I’m sorry, Char. Ugh. You know I didn’t mean that.”

“I do,” Charlotte said softly. “Now are you going to tell me what happened?”

“I wish I knew,” Freddie said. “We were getting close, really close, but we both agreed to back off... to keep it a business arrangement. I thought that she was okay with that. I guess she wasn’t.” He sighed. “It’s crazy, Charlotte. I told her I wanted it to be business, but deep down, I don’t know, I... I’ve...” he paused, feeling ridiculous.

“Fallen in love with her,” Charlotte finished his sentence. 

“Yeah,” Freddie sat up and stared at Charlotte. “How did you know?” 

Charlotte paused, longer than Freddie would have liked. “I had a feeling,” she said quietly.

“I thought that she might, you know, feel the same way about me.”

Charlotte nodded and Freddie continued. “She left to go get breakfast this morning and when she came back everything had changed.”

“That’s weird,” Charlotte said. “I talked to her at the café. She said that we were still on for this afternoon.”

“She did?” Freddie asked. “Because she came in back here in a rage.”

“And what did she say? Something must’ve happened on her way home from the café.”

“She didn’t have the chance to say anything. My brother, your boyfriend, was here telling me that I was making the worst mistake of my life and that she was a vacuumous twit.”

Charlotte raised her eyebrows. “I think you mean vacuous. Did she hear?”

“She must have. We were out here on the deck, but the bathroom window was open,” Freddie pointed to the small window. “And when we came back in, she was gone and the ring was on the counter.”

“Oh, no,” Charlotte said. “What else did you guys say out there?”

“I mean, Logan was being Logan.” 

Charlotte grunted and nodded. “Mmmhmmm.”

“I defended her. I told him that if he couldn’t support our engagement—”

“Your fake engagement,” Charlotte clarified.

“Yeah, but he doesn’t know that,” Freddie replied. “I told him he wasn’t welcome here or in my life at all.”

“Are you sure that’s all you said?” Charlotte asked. “Maybe she doesn’t want to come in between you and your brother.”

“Maybe,” Freddie hadn’t thought of it that way. “But then why wouldn’t she wait and tell me? And why won’t she answer any of my calls?” He shook his cell phone. “I’ve been trying her since she left.”

“Could she be in the pass? In the cell dead zone?”

“I thought of that.” Freddie rubbed his eyes with the heels of his palms. “But she’d be on the other side of the mountains by now. And I can see that she’s read my messages.”

“That’s really weird,” Charlotte agreed with Freddie. “If she left the ring, does that mean she wants out of the agreement? I mean, that’s kind of a shitty thing to do. You guys have come so far. To just walk away from that kind of money seems pretty crazy.”

“I know. Especially, because of her dad.” 

“What about her dad?” Charlotte asked.

Freddie told Charlotte all about the crash, how Serena’s dad was in a coma and she was using every cent she made from her job to pay for new treatments, and that the Sidney’s money was all going to his medical needs. He also told her about Serena’s drawings, her creative side. And how she dropped out of school to take care of her dad.

“It sounds like you really respect this woman.”

“I do,” A little laugh escaped from his lips, but trailed off into a sigh. “There’s a lot more to her. She’s not vacuous.”

“You’re starting to sound like your brother.”

“I had no idea what it meant until today. And Serena’s the opposite. She’s full of piss and vinegar.”

“I don’t think that’s the opposite, but I get what you’re saying,” Charlotte smiled. “I had a conversation with her at the café. She’s really good at this marketing stuff. I would hire her.”

“Good luck getting that girl out of the city,” Freddie said. “This is probably a good thing. I mean, better to be heartbroken now than when she decides this town is too small for her.”

He saw Charlotte’s brow furrow. “You know, she did ask me a weird question about dressing up in a small town.” Freddie, “I wouldn’t let the whole city girl/country boy thing stop you from being with Serena. Look at me,” Charlotte smiled.

“I just wish she would talk to me.”

“Do you want me to try and get in touch with her?” Charlotte asked.

“No. Thanks though, Charlotte,” he sighed. “I’m a big boy.”

Charlotte stood up and smoothed out her dress. “I have to go cancel the showings. Freddie, if this is all a misunderstanding, you two will work it out. Trust me, if you’re meant to be together, you’ll be together.”

“I wish I had your optimism.” Freddie stood up to walk Charlotte through the house and out the front door.

“Keep me posted,” she said. As she stepped onto the front porch, they both heard a cracking sound, like glass. Charlotte bent down, “What’s this?” Freddie’s sunglass case was stuck under her stiletto heel. “Sunglasses?” she asked. “They’re ruined. I’m sorry Freddie.”

Freddie’s mind started to race as the puzzle pieces started falling into place. “Oh no,” he said. 

“I’ll replace them,” Charlotte said. She pulled the glasses out of the case, the right lens was shattered. “Where did these come from?”

“Oh, no,” Freddie repeated. This time a little louder. “I think I know what happened between here and the café.”

Charlotte handed him the case. “What?”

Freddie’s heart was in the pit of his stomach. She had a zeal for ruining people’s lives, and the last time he saw her, he had turned down her advances. Would she be jealous enough to try and ruin his life? He knew the answer. Yes.

“Stacy. Stacy happened.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 22


[image: image]


FREDDIE SPENT THE REST of Sunday polishing off a case of beer. The last message he sent to Serena before he blacked out into sleep simply read, Call me. I can explain.

He felt like he had cotton balls in his mouth as he peeled his back from the leather sofa, his hangover in full force. He peered through the blinds. The sun had risen, but the skies were cloudy; a dreary Monday morning. He didn’t want to check his phone, worried that he’d have a bad response from Serena, or worse, no response. He shook his head and snatched his phone off the table. It was the latter.

Now he was starting to get worried. What if she had crashed her car? She was angry as hell when she left. What if she was stuck in a crumpled heap of metal at the bottom of the canyon? He jumped into the shower and let the cool water wash the sweat off his body, but couldn’t get the mangled wreckage imagery out of his mind and quickly hopped out. He called Josh and asked if there had been any accidents reported between here and the valley. Although Josh hadn’t heard of any, Freddie pulled on his pants quickly intending on cruising the pass just to make sure. As he zipped his fly, his phone rang, startling him out of his catastrophic visions. He breathed out a sigh of relief. It was her. 

“Hello.”

“Fred. It’s Serena.”

“Oh, thank god. I was just about to head out and make sure you weren’t in a ditch somewhe...” Freddie trailed off when he realized he sounded way to eager.

“Listen, Freddie. Charlotte went and took photos of all the wedding venues. I have more than enough content to last the next month. We don’t need to see each other ever again.”

“But, what about business?”

“What about it, Freddie?”

“I thought that things were going okay. That we were going to keep doing this – as business partners.”

She ignored him. “I was going to call it off before Charlotte stepped in with those extra photos. We can pawn that ring after I announce that we’ve decided to go our separate ways. Everyone wins. We get the money and we never have to see each other again.”

“Wait, Serena. Listen, I can explain everything if you’ll let me.”

“I don’t care, Freddie. You can go sleep with whomever you want now. Maybe you can find some non-vacuous Rapidian that your brother will like.”

She had heard the conversation. “I don’t want anyone else.”

“Actions speak louder than words, my friend. Goodbye.”

The phone clicked off and Freddie stared at the black screen.

He pushed on the button to return the call, but as it was ringing he realized that he didn’t want another long-distance relationship. When Serena picked up, she sounded more irritated than before. He held his thumb over the red hang-up icon on the screen.

“Hello,” she said again.

He hung up.
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THE METAL DOORS OF the care facility felt cold against Serena’s sweaty palms. The drive from Chance Rapids had gone by in a blur. She felt like she was being pulled in two separate directions; on one hand, extreme happiness at the news about her dad, but on the other sadness about falling for the wrong man. She had been wrong about Freddie and he had broken her heart. 

It had been so long since she’d heard her dad’s voice, she was worried that she wouldn’t recognize it. The nurses had warned her that his vocal cords had been impacted by the coma, so she wasn’t expecting lengthy speeches or even heart to hearts. She just wanted to hear him say hi.

The doctors were touting his recovery as a miracle, but Serena firmly believed that the latest treatment plan was what made the difference. The first thing she saw when she walked into the room was his smile. He always had the biggest smile in the room and today was no exception. She dropped her bag on the chair by the door and rushed to give him a hug. His arms felt skeletal around her shoulders but still comforted her, in the way only a dad’s hug can. She felt her body fully relax for the first time since the accident, and couldn’t stifle the sob that had sat dormant in her body for so long. She sobbed heartbrokenly. As they held each other, her shoulders racked as she wailed, and so did her dad’s. 

“Hi,” she whispered once the tears had dried.

He pointed to his throat.

The nurse stepped in. “It might be a while for that to come back. He has been out for a long time.”

Serena nodded, sad that she wasn’t going to hear his voice today, but his eyes said it all. 

“I love you, daddy,” she said. 

He nodded and drew her hand to his lips and kissed it. 

This moment made everything worth it. Her fake life, a job that she hated, the fake engagement. She’d do it all again in a heartbeat. 

“He has a physiotherapy appointment in a few minutes,” the nurse said. “The doctor would like to see you as well.”

“Okay,” Serena brushed away her tears and smiled at her dad.

He raised his eyebrows and pointed to her mouth. 

“Oh, this?” she giggled and pointed to her jagged tooth. “That’s a story for another day.” She grabbed her purse. “I’ll be back after your appointment.”

He waved weakly, and then his arm flopped back down to his side.

“That’s the most he’s moved since he woke up,” the nurse whispered as they walked down the hallway. “Seeing you has brought him to life.” She stopped and rested her hand on Serena’s forearm. “It’s good that you’re here, but you need to know his limitations and make sure he doesn’t push himself to exhaustion.”

“Okay,” Serena said, feeling guilty. “How do I know what’s too much?”

The nurse opened the door to the doctor’s office, “The doctor will go over all of that with you.”

“Thank you,” she looked to the nurse’s name tag, “Candace.”

Serena was on a first-name basis with all the nurses at the previous facility, but she hadn’t met all of the caregivers at the Willowrun yet.

“You’re welcome, Miss Cruise.”

Serena sat across from the doctor, an attractive brunette with her hair pulled back into a low bun. Dr. Wiseman was all business, and Serena appreciated it. They sat and discussed her dad’s treatment plan, and managing expectations. For both Serena and her dad.

“What does he know about the accident?” Serena asked.

“His brain is all there, Miss Cruise. He knows that his wife and your sister perished in the accident. He knew all along.”

“How did he know?” Serena fingered the leather handle on her expensive handbag.

“We don’t know.” The doctor said and closed the file. “Until he gets his voice and motor skills back, it will be a mystery. I’ve been doing this a long time, and there are some things that just can’t be explained.”

Serena walked out of the building with a spring in her step. The doctor had confirmed what she had known all along: her dad knew that she was there every day. The doctor was optimistic about his recovery but had urged Serena not to push things, or her dad. It may be months before the connections in his brain were firing properly, and he might have to learn to speak from scratch. Serena didn’t care. She’d come and read to her dad every day. All day. Whatever it took to hear that man speak.
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FREDDIE’S EYES TOOK a minute to adjust to the darkness of the Last Chance Tavern. 

“Charlie,” he nodded to the bartender as he slid onto the barstool.

“Coming straight from work?” Charlie turned away from the stack of glasses he was polishing.

Freddie looked down at his work pants and a ratty old t-shirt. “What gave it away?”

“The usual?” 

“Sure. And maybe a shot.”

Charlie raised his eyebrows but dutifully pulled a beer stein out of the freezer to pour Freddie a glass of beer. He set two shot glasses on the bar, “Whiskey?”

“You know it,” Freddie said. “It’s the weekend, isn’t it?”

Charlie poured the amber liquid while nodding. Freddie knew that Charlie was working up the nerve to tell him to slow down on the booze. He’d been at the Last Chance every night that week – and his beer and whiskey combo wasn’t limited to the weekend – he’d been somewhere between tipsy and blackout drunk every night that week. 

“To the weekend,” Charlie said and held up the shot glass. 

Freddie smiled. Charlie was a great bartender, He knew when to talk and when to shut the hell up. “The weekend,” Freddie echoed and the two-shot back the fiery whiskey.

Freddie coughed and chased it with his beer.

They both turned in response to the blast of bright afternoon sunlight as the newest patron entered into the dank bar. 

“Ugh,” Freddie groaned as he saw the unmistakable silhouette of his brother. “I’m not ready for this,” he muttered to himself.

Logan’s footfall was heavy as he strode across the well-worn floorboards of the bar in his cowboy boots. He perched on the barstool beside Freddie with one foot on the floor – a temporary seat.

“I’ll have what he’s having,” Logan said to Charlie.

“You sure about that?” Charlie held up the bottle of whiskey.

“Yep,” Logan barked.

Freddie stared at his reflection between the bottles in the mirrored backsplash of the bar. He watched Logan do the shot of whiskey and then fully settle onto the barstool beside him. Freddie swore he wasn’t going to be the first one to crack. To talk. He gripped the handle on his mug. Whiskey made him aggressive, and he had been looking for an excuse to punch something, or someone. 

Freddie felt the fury growing inside him as Logan just sat there silently.  Charlie turned his back on the brothers and appeared extra focused on polishing the glasses. Freddie finished off his beer and set the mug down heavily enough on the bar so that Charlie could hear.

“Another?” Charlie asked.

Freddie just nodded. 

Logan held up his empty beer stein, “Me too.”

Charlie refilled both glasses.

“These are on me,” Logan said.

“I can take care of my own,” Freddie growled.

“Suit yourself,” Logan said and returned to his smug beer drinking not talking position.

Freddie couldn’t take it any longer, “What?” he seethed.

“What, what?” Logan replied into his beer mug.

“Ugh,” Freddie muttered. “What the fuck do you want?”

“I’m just having a drink. That’s what you do at a bar, right?”

Freddie rolled his eyes and picked up his beer. 

“Where are you going?” Logan asked.

“If you’re going to be childish, I’m going to sit somewhere else.” Then he set his beer back down on the bar with a thud. “Never mind, I was here first. Maybe you should go find a new spot.”

“Now who’s being childish?” Logan laughed and took a sip of his beer.

Freddie couldn’t help it. The two of them were acting like they did when they were kids. He stamped his foot and stared at his brother, “Go away, Logan.”

“No, I’m here to make up with you.” Logan’s voice sounded anything but apologetic.

“Did Charlotte put you up to this?”

“How’d you guess?” Logan took a handful of peanuts from the bar, cracked one and popped the nut into his mouth. 

“The Brush brothers,” a familiar voice boomed and then Freddie felt an arm hanging over his shoulder.

“Hey, Josh,” Logan said.

“Hey, guys.” Josh looked at Logan and then to Freddie, “Oh, shit. Am I interrupting something?”

“Nope,” Freddie said quickly.

Josh shrugged and ordered a beer. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with you. Did you lose your phone or something?” 

Unless it was work-related, for the past week Freddie had avoided all contact with the outside world. “It’s been on the fritz,” he lied.

“Listen, the guys want you to reconsider this whole fundraising thing,” Josh said.

Freddie had forgotten all about the Search and Rescue Bachelor auction. He wasn’t enthused about the whole thing and was secretly thankful that his fake engagement provided him with an appropriate ‘out’.

“Ahhh. Man, I don’t know about that.” 

“Look, the guys are a little worried that the whole thing is going to be a disaster. I mean, right now the star bachelor is Ray.” 

The three men turned to look at the table filled with raucous men, Ray was the town’s taxi driver and proud owner of the best beer belly in town. “The poor women of Chance Rapids. They’ll never know what hit them,” Logan said. 

“You see what I mean,” Josh said. “We need you.”

“When is it again?” Freddie asked. His drunken brain was chugging along. Hey, worst case scenario he went on a bad date. Best case scenario, some hot woman bid on him, and they could fuck each other’s brains out all night. That was the best way to get over Serena, right? 

“It’s the weekend after this one.”

Freddie did the calculations; his fake engagement contract wasn’t going to be over. But with the fantasy mystery woman parked in his drunken brain, or rather, his dick, he said, “I’ll do it.”

“It’s totally not romantic. Your fiancée should be fine with it. You don’t have to sleep with them, just go for coffee or a drink, or something.”

“Why aren’t you doing it then?” Logan asked.

Josh smiled sheepishly, “I get your point, there’s no way Megan would let me enter.”

“Listen,” Freddie slurred. “The engagement is off. I’m a free man. I can do whatever the hell I want.”

“Shit,” Josh whispered. “I didn’t know. I’m so sorry Freddie.”

“Shhhhhhhh,” Freddie leaned forward with his finger to his lips, swaying on the barstool. “It’s a secret breakup.”

Both Josh and Logan furrowed their brows. “What do you mean—” Josh said but was interrupted as Ethan, the youngest member of Search and Rescue and the town’s star snowboarder, approached. 

“Sorry to interrupt, but can I talk to you for a second,” he asked Josh.

“Yeah, buddy.” He clapped Freddie on the shoulder. “We’ll talk later. Keep your chin up, kid.”

Josh headed off to join the rowdy table and Logan leaned in towards Freddie. “Did she really call it off?”

“Yeah,” Freddie said.

“That’s strange. Charlotte’s been showing me all of her online posts, and it looks like you two lovebirds are having a great ol’ time?” Logan held up his beer. “Charlie – one more.”

“Me too,” Freddie shoved his glass to the rear of the shiny bar. “I’ll explain it to you in a month.”

“No. Explain it now. I need this whole thing to make some sense. Something isn’t right about her,” he said, shaking his head. 

The room had started to tilt ever so slightly, like a sailboat rolling about in the doldrums - Freddie had officially reached tipsy status. He could hear the words coming out of his mouth and they were a lot more slurred than the thoughts in his head.

“She heard you. She heard what you said and left.” Freddie took a sip of his freshly poured beer. He had to shout over the growing Friday afternoon bar crowd.

“And you two broke up over that?”

“No, she thinks I slept with Stacy while we were together.” Freddie shook his head, the idea of him sleeping with Stacy so preposterous.

“Did you?” 

“Hell, no. Jesus, Logan.”

“Just checking,” Logan said. “That woman is one of the most aggressive cougars I’ve ever met.”

Freddie shuddered. “I tried to explain it to her, but she wouldn’t listen. But, she’s just another city girl. It’s for the best anyway.”

“I’m sorry to hear that, Freddie, but you’re right.”

“Yeah, but you still don’t know the whole story,” Freddie muttered and instantly regretted it.

“Why don’t you fill me in then.” Logan turned to face him. Freddie hated the fact that Logan could handle his booze better than him. Where Freddie was slurry and tipsy, Logan appeared to be bright-eyed and solid.

“I can’t tell you. Believe me, I wish that I could.” Freddie chugged back the rest of his beer. 

“You’ve been drinking like this all week.” 

“No,” Freddie slurred.

“That wasn’t a question. I’ve heard through the grapevine that you’ve closed this place down every night.”

Freddie was tired. He was tired from working, emotionally exhausted from losing Serena, and now he was tired of keeping a secret from his brother.

“It was fake. Until it wasn’t anymore...” his voice trailed off.

“What the hell does that mean?” 

Freddie turned to Logan, his bearded face coming in and out of focus. He leaned into his brother and whispered, “It was a fake engagement. We were doing it for money. How do you think I paid to get my truck fixed?”

Logan’s face dropped. “It was all an act? For money?”

“One hundred grand.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?” Logan’s eyes bored into Freddie “I wouldn’t have been such an asshole. I mean... wow, man, that poor girl.”

“Yeah, you were a dick. But I get it. I would’ve been the same if you got engaged to one of those bimbos you used to date. We were going to tell you the details when it was done. That’s what Charlotte said to do...” his voice trailed off as he realized he had just given away Charlotte’s involvement in the whole thing.

“Wait, Charlotte knew about this?” Redness rose from the collar of Logan’s shirt.

“Shit,” Freddie looked into his beer. He wasn’t a liar, but lately, it felt like everything that came out of his mouth was a fabrication. “She did. We were going to tell you...”

“I’ve gotta go,” Logan said and stood up. He pulled out his wallet and left a couple of hundred-dollar bills on the bar. “This should pay for my drinks. Take the rest and drink your life away for all I care.”

Logan shoved back from the bar so hard that the barstool toppled to the ground. Every eye in the place was on the Brush brothers. One so drunk he could hardly stand and the other so angry he was practically breathing fire.
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Chapter 25
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ONE WEEK HAD PASSED since her dad came out of the coma, and Serena had gone to see him every day. The clinic was starting to feel more like her home than her cookie-cutter condo. The nurses all knew her by name and even Doctor Wiseman’s cold demeanor had warmed ever so slightly. Her dad had been making decent progress with the physio program, but the therapists kept telling both Serena and her dad that they needed to practice patience. He still wasn’t able to speak but was able to communicate via a tablet. His cognitive skills were coming along nicely and he would speak again. The only question was, when.

She had been dutifully uploading photos of her weekend with Freddie. The posts were bittersweet. She hated that she could see the moment when she fell in love with him in the canoe.

She felt like she was betraying herself with the positive quotes, but scrolling through the thousands of photos she felt a sense of pride. She had done her job well. She could practically feel the chill from the mountain air. The only thing her fans would see is a couple in love, romping around the most beautiful place on Earth. 

But it was fake.

Somewhere, someone was comparing their life to hers, and as much as she hated to admit it, probably feeling shitty about their own. She wished she could reach out to all the young women and girls like Tabitha and scream, ‘It’s a façade, it’s not real,’ but this was her job and people did jobs they hated, right?

She pulled a wrap dress from her closet and packed a lunch to take to Willowrun. She was so engrossed in her makeup routine, that she jumped when the intercom buzzer broke the silence of her condo. She pressed the button and held her breath. Had Freddie come to the city? “H-h-hello?” she spoke into the speaker.

“Serena, it’s Charlotte. Charlotte O’Hare.”

Serena’s shoulders slumped with disappointment. She had been hoping to hear Freddie’s goofy voice through the speaker, and she realized she missed that man like crazy. Her life felt empty without his smile.

“Come up,” Serena spoke into the speaker and buzzed Charlotte into the building. 

Minutes later, Serena heard a rapidfire knock on her door and pulled it open.

“Hi,” Charlotte smiled. “I brought you some scones from the café.”

“Thanks,” Serena said and took the box from Charlotte’s hands. “You came all this way to bring me some baked goods?”

“No,” Charlotte said. “Can I come in?”

Serena looked at her watch. “Sure.”

“It will just take a minute,” Charlotte replied and stepped into the condo. She slipped off her shoes and strode into Serena’s space.

Serena set the box of scones on the counter. “I can make us a cup of tea.”

“That’s okay, I’m totally caffeinated,” Charlotte smiled and held out her hand. “I’m practically jittering.”

Serena could actually see the tremor in Charlotte’s hand and smiled. 

Charlotte pointed to Serena’s smile. “Whoa, I see you haven’t been able to get in to see the dentist yet.”

Serena shrugged. She had forgotten about her tooth. “I’ve had other stuff to do. Please, have a seat.” Serena gestured to her sofa.

Charlotte turned and sat down, while Serena leaned on a barstool. They hadn’t built up what Serena would call a solid rapport and it felt awkward to have Charlotte in her home. Charlotte smoothed out her dress and tucked one ankle behind the other. “Freddie is miserable.”

“Good,” Serena replied and then clapped her hand over her mouth. Dammit, why couldn’t her brain think faster than her mouth could speak?

“I get why you feel that way. I really do, but there are so many misunderstandings that need to be cleared up between you two.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that.” Serena had her guard up. “I thought that we had something real. Turns out we didn’t. There’s no misunderstanding that.”

Charlotte sighed. “Freddie means the world to me, so I’m going to share something with you that I think will help.” Charlotte cleared her throat and rubbed her hands on her thighs, she seemed nervous. “First of all, I know about the deal with Sidney’s. Freddie, that idiot, didn’t read the contract and brought it to me to interpret for him. I know about non-disclosure agreements and how important they are, so we agreed to keep it a secret.”

Serena flashed back to the first night at Charlotte’s house. Now it made sense that she was not shocked by the engagement news. “I thought that you were actually supportive of us.” She didn’t know why, but it felt like a betrayal, both from Charlotte and Freddie. 

Charlotte sighed. “At first, I was just playing along, but then I saw it, the chemistry, probably before you two did. I know Freddie. He’s kind and genuine and wears his heart on his sleeve. There’s no way he could’ve pulled off that charade as long as he did without actually having feelings for you.”

“Even if that’s true, Freddie still cheated on me.” Serena studied the marbling in her granite countertop, unable to meet Charlotte’s eyes. Serena folded her arms in front of her. “I know that I really have no right to be jealous, our relationship...” she raised her hands to indicate air quotes, “wasn’t really real—”

“Stop.” Charlotte interrupted. “It was real and he didn’t cheat on you. Stacy...” Charlotte’s nose wrinkled in disgust, “...picked up Freddie hitch-hiking and he forgot his glasses in her car. That’s what Freddie wanted to tell you.”

Serena snapped her head up to face Charlotte. “What? Why would she make something like that up? And why wouldn’t he tell me?”

Charlotte’s eyes flashed. “Well, that first part is easy. She’s a damn liar. Always has been, always will be.” Charlotte stood up and shook out her hands like she was a boxer prepping for a fight. “Listen, I don’t tell many people this, but Stacy and I have a bit of history.”

“What kind of history,” she prodded.

“It’s a long story, one that I’ll tell you over a bottle of wine someday, but Stacy hates me. She thinks that I stole Logan from her way back in high school. She started all sorts of terrible rumors about me, and when I came back to Chance Rapids, she tried to get in between us again. When that didn’t work, she switched her sights to Freddie. She’s been trying to get her hooks into one of the Brush brothers for years.”

“Really? I can’t picture either of them with her.”

“You think?” Charlotte laughed. “Trust me, Freddie wouldn’t touch Stacy with a ten-foot pole. She saw you as competition and she did what she does best... made up a story.”

Serena couldn’t believe that she hadn’t questioned it, and hadn’t given Freddie the time to explain. It still didn’t excuse the fact that he didn’t stand up to Logan on her behalf.

“Freddie loves you, but believe it or not, I think he’s scared that you’re going to hurt him. He doesn’t think you could live in our town and is saving himself from what he sees as inevitable heartbreak.”

Serena’s shoulders slumped. “Why did I rush out of there? Why didn’t I wait to talk to him?”

“You were angry. I get it,” Charlotte replied. “And the idea of my man with the town tramp wouldn’t sit well with me either. “Now, get your ass back to Chance Rapids and give that man the chance to explain everything to you.”

Serena felt like speeding through the mountains and back into the arms of Freddie, but then she remembered the cruel things that Logan had said to her and sat back down.

“You might not know the whole story,” she said. “Logan hates me and said some nasty things to Freddie about me.”

“Logan can be a dick, but he was just looking out for Freddie.” Charlotte quipped. “And now Logan knows about the contract too. Freddie got drunk and spilled the beans.”

Serena couldn’t believe it. “And now Logan is okay with me?”

Logan feels terrible, and of course, he can see that you two are meant to be together, but like his damn brother, he’s too proud to do anything about it.”

“So he sent you?”

“He sent me, yes. But, he owes you a major apology and he knows it. I think he’s waiting to see if you’ll actually come back to town before he admits how much of a buffoon he was.”

Serena’s head was spinning with all the news; this was a misunderstanding of epic proportions. She didn’t have to question whether or not to forgive Freddie. There was nothing to forgive, but he hadn’t tried very hard to set the record straight. More importantly, he hadn’t fought for her. No, she wasn’t going to rush back to Chance Rapids for someone who would just let her go like that.

Her cell phone rang, interrupting the conversation. She tilted the device and saw that it was the clinic. “I have to take this,” she said.

“Do you need some privacy?” Charlotte asked.

“It’s okay,” Serena gestured for Charlotte to sit and answered the call with a lump in her throat. “Hello,” she answered. She tried to keep her end of the conversation neutral so that Charlotte wouldn’t be able to discern what was going on. Her favorite nurse was on the other end of the phone, and all she would say was that the doctor had an important update for her.

“I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” Serena clicked off the phone, hopped up, and grabbed her purse. “I have to go.”

“Is everything okay?” Clearly, Charlotte had picked up on the tone of the conversation.

“It’s my dad,” Serena said as she hurried to grab a sweater from her bedroom. She thrust her hand into her purse to try and find her car keys as she rushed to the door. They weren’t there. “Shit,” she muttered.

“Serena,” Charlotte said. “Is your dad okay?”

Serena stopped. “My dad has been in a coma. He woke up the day I left Chance Rapids. They won’t tell me what’s going on, only that it’s urgent,” Serena said, and as the words left her lips they were accompanied with tears. “And I can’t find my fucking car keys,” she said, shuffling the papers around on the table by her door. She flew into the bedroom, tossed the clothes off her bed and frantically patted down the duvet.

“I’m parked out front. Let’s go.” Charlotte held up the keys to her SUV.

Charlotte didn’t have to say it twice. Serena grabbed her by the wrist and the two of them rushed down the pathway to the car. 

***
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WHILE THEY WERE DRIVING, Serena told her the details about the accident and revealed that her dad was the reason that she had pressured Freddie into accepting the contract. 

Charlotte listened intently until they screeched up to the entrance of the clinic. “I’ll park the car and wait. You call me when you’re ready and I’ll come and get you.”

“Thank you so much, Charlotte,” Serena said, her hands were shaking and she pulled Charlotte in for a hug, surprising them both.

“Serena, you will be okay. No matter what happens,” Charlotte said. She looked like she was holding back tears too. Charlotte gripped her hand, Serena squeezed it back and then stepped out of the vehicle.

Charlotte found a parking spot in the shade and pulled out her laptop to work on a deal. She was thankful that she could work from anywhere, and she knew better than anyone the anguish that comes with having a parent in the hospital. She was prepared to wait hours if need be, so was surprised when only one hour later her phone chimed. Serena was ready to be picked up.

Serena pulled the door open and hopped inside the car. 

“He’s talking,” she gushed.

“That’s amazing,” Charlotte replied as she pulled out of the parking lot. “I wish they would tell you that it’s something good over the phone. It’s so cruel the way that they leave you hanging.”

“I know,” Serena had been picturing the worst. “He’s made such good progress; they haven’t seen anything like it.”

“I’m so happy for you Serena.”

Serena couldn’t hold in a gulping sob and the wail escaped through her lips. She clapped her hand over her mouth, embarrassed. 

“What’s wrong?” Charlotte pulled the car off the road and turned to face her.

“I’m so tired of lying to everyone,” Serena buried her face in her hands and let the tears flow freely. They streamed through her fingers and trailed down her forearms.

“What do you mean?” Charlotte turned off the engine of the car. She rubbed Serena’s back until her tears had subsided enough so she could speak.

“The nurses showed him my social media posts. They said the news of my engagement perked him up so much. You should’ve seen the smile on his face. He couldn’t say too much, but he did tell me he can’t wait to walk me down the aisle.”

“Oh,” Charlotte said.

“Yeah,” Serena sobbed. “I couldn’t break it to him.”

***
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CHARLOTTE DROPPED SERENA off at her condo and the two shared another hug. This time neither of them were surprised by the embrace. 

“I know that you don’t ever have to see Freddie again. You’re free to finish your contract and forget all about Chance Rapids. However, I hope that you don’t.”

“Thanks, Charlotte,” Serena replied. “But Freddie didn’t fight for us. I’ve got a lot to think about.”

The two said goodbye and Serena headed home. She sat down at her makeup table and looked in her mirror. The reflection that stared back at her wasn’t pretty. Her eyes were rimmed with red from crying and she looked like a rabid dog who had lost a tooth in a fight. 

She pulled out her phone and scrolled through the photos, seeing them as her dad would’ve. She looked like she was glowing. After the heavily edited photos came the ones that hadn’t made the cut. She paused on the photo with her raccoon eyes, the one where she looked like a drowned rat. These raw pictures brought emotion to her belly. That disheveled girl was her – and that girl was smiling at Freddie for real. 

All day she had stopped herself from reaching out to Freddie or jumping in her car and high-tailing it straight to Chance Rapids. Freddie didn’t even try to win her back. Why should it be up to her? She pulled her laptop out of her computer bag and her missing keys jangled as they slipped out. The two items, the laptop and set of keys, seemed to be staring at her, urging her to make a choice.

She paused for a minute and then grabbed the keys but instead of rushing to the car, she hung them on the hook by the door. Then she sat down on her bed and opened her laptop. She typed fast and furiously while the tears flowed freely down her face as she typed. When she was finished, she slammed her computer shut and held it to her chest. She had never felt more vulnerable, or free, in her entire life.
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Chapter 26
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FREDDIE PULLED THE curtain back and stared at the audience of screaming women. He heard that women from at least three towns over had made the trek to Chance Rapids for the Search and Rescue fundraiser. 

He wiped his sweaty palms on a towel as he watched Ray strut his stuff across the community center stage. When the audience roared in appreciation, he elbowed Mike, one of the volunteer firefighters. “Geez, how much booze have these women had?”

“Beats me, but they must have their beer goggles on. Someone just bid two hundred bucks on Ray,” Mike dropped the curtain. “Can you believe that?”

“I really can’t,” Freddie replied.  

The event coordinator, who also doubled as the town librarian, Julia, grabbed Mike and pulled him to the entrance. “Good luck, man,” Freddie said.

Mike turned to him, “I better go for more than Ray,” he grinned and then did his best John Travolta strut across the stage, whipping the crowd up into an even bigger frenzy. 

The auctioneer started the bidding at $25. The date with Mike quickly escalated and as he exceeded two hundred dollars, he turned and smiled at Freddie, who gave him a thumbs up.

Julia had let all of the bachelors choose their entry song, and Freddie picked the first song that jumped into his head, Sharp Dressed Man, by ZZ Top. He had debated between wearing his Freddie standard uniform of jeans and a t-shirt, but to stand out from the rest of the Rapidians, he pulled out his expensive suit, rationalizing, when else am I going to wear this thing.

The bidding for Mike topped out at four hundred dollars and he strutted off the stage. Freddie’s pulse began to race and as the raucous guitar licks filled the room, he whipped back the curtain and stepped into the stoplight. Freddie was no wallflower and as the walls vibrated from the audience screams, he sauntered over to the podium and undid the top button on his shirt before grinning and doing his best Michael Jackson kick-spin move. He strutted to the front of the stage, slid out of jacket, and tossed it over his shoulder. He finished facing the audience and tipped his new sunglasses down his nose.

The emcee started the bidding and Freddie continued posing and playing to the audience. ‘They’re eating this up,’ he thought. The women were bidding fast and furiously, but once the amount surpassed one thousand dollars, the competition had whittled down to two or three women. 

“Do I have thirteen hundred, Thirteen hundred?” The auctioneer scanned the audience.

“Thirteen hundred!” A raspy voice screamed out.

“Do I have fourteen hundred?” A hand went up from the back of the room. The emcee pointed. “We have fourteen hundred.”

Before she could continue, the raspy voice yelled out again, “Fifteen hundred.”

Freddie’s heart sank, he knew that husky smoke-a-pack a day voice... Stacy. He turned to face the auctioneer and mouthed, ‘Help me.’

He shrugged empathetically. “Do I have sixteen hundred?” The crowd murmured. “Sixteen hundred?” 

Freddie’s heart was thumping in his chest and he felt like he was going to throw up. He was going to have to go on a date with the woman who had just ruined his life.

The metal door to the community center banged open and the woman silhouetted in the entrance yelled out, “Ten thousand.”

Charlotte smiled at Freddie. Whoever that woman was, she had just saved him from a terrible night.

“Ten thousand in the back.”

All eyes turned to face the rear of the room, but the anonymous bidder was cloaked in the shadows.

“Going once, going twice... Sold, for ten thousand to the woman in the back.” The room erupted in applause.

Freddie jogged off the stage and high-fived Mike. “Ten grand?” Mike’s eyes were wide. “What kind of magic do you have in those fancy pants of yours? Who was that?”

“All I know is that it wasn’t Stacy,” Freddie said and sat down on a folding chair. 

As the auction wrapped up, Julia reminded everyone of the next community fundraiser, the Snowflake Ball, and instructed the winning bidders to stick around and have their checks ready.

Charlotte was standing backstage when he got there, “I think it was the suit,” she winked.

“It had to have been,” Freddie grinned. “I may have just gotten myself a sugar momma.”

Charlotte rolled her eyes. “Freddie, before you go out there and meet this lady, I really think that you should take a look at this.”

Charlotte held out her phone. “It’s Serena’s latest post.”

Freddie sighed. “Charlotte, I don’t care what she has to say.”

“Just look at it,” Charlotte said and thrust the phone into his hand. When Charlotte put her hands on her hips, the woman meant business, so Freddie trained his gaze on the screen. 

He couldn’t believe his eyes.

It was his Serena, not the Serena that the world knew. 

For a moment he didn’t recognize the woman on the screen. Both eyes were ringed in black and she looked like she had been punched, her hair was wet and stringy, but that smile, that giant gap-toothed grin, he’d recognize anywhere.

“I can’t believe she posted that photo,” he murmured.

“I know. I didn’t recognize her,” Charlotte said. “But read what she wrote.”

Freddie narrowed his eyes and focused on the text, it read:

Dear friends,

I don’t know many of you and you don’t know me, but I owe you an apology.

Recently, a young girl told me that she wished her life could be more like mine. 

And it broke my heart.

What you see here isn’t real.

I spend hours editing photos. I take hundreds of photos a day and post ONE.

It takes hours to make a minute of my life look breezy and effortless. 

I’m tired of pretending. 

Someone special took this picture and I freaked. I wanted to delete it. 

But, guess what? This is me.

It’s real life.

From now on, I’m going to show you the good, the bad, and the ugly. Because life isn’t perfect, and neither am I.

Thank you, Freddie, for opening my eyes. 

I’ll always love you for that.

Freddie looked up from the phone.

“Uh-huh,” Charlotte said and took the phone back.

“I’m an idiot,” Freddie said. 

“Yes, you are,” Charlotte replied. 

“I should’ve gone to her. I should’ve tried harder.” He felt the tears brimming in his eyes. “Is this her way of saying goodbye? Charlotte, is it too late?”

“It’s never too late for true love, Fred.” Charlotte stepped aside, Serena had been behind her in the shadows. Charlotte smiled, “Freddie, meet the winning bidder.”

The tears that had been threatening to breach Freddie’s eyelids finally escaped as he met the equally teary-eyed Serena. “Did you hear all that?” he croaked.

“I did,” Serena replied and smiled, and there it was, her chipped tooth. 

He took three giant steps, swooped her up in his arms and pulled her tightly to his chest. They embraced, chests brushing heavily against each other’s, then Freddie pulled back and kissed Serena passionately. The backstage erupted in cheers, but Freddie felt like they were in their own little world. Everything he needed, everything he ever wanted, he was holding right now – and he’d never let it go, ever again.

He didn’t know how long they embraced, but when he finally set Serena back down on the ground, everyone was gone. They held hands and walked together to the parking lot.

“I can’t believe you bid $10,000 for a date with me.”

“We’ll get that for the ring. But the money doesn’t matter anymore, Freddie. My dad’s awake and he’s going to be okay.”

“Are you serious?” Freddie was so happy for Serena. He picked her up and whirled her around in a circle, “I can’t wait to meet him.”

“And, I couldn’t lose out to Stacy,” she winked and grinned at him.

“Ugh, Stacy,” Freddie groaned. “About that, I can explain.”

“Charlotte told me everything,” Serena replied. “And Freddie, I need to tell you something important.”

He set her down on the ground. “This sounds serious.” He knew that the night had been too good to be true. 

“It is. I think I’m ready to be a Rapidian.”

Freddie couldn’t believe his ears. “Wouldn’t you miss the big city and your life there?” Freddie heard high heels clacking on the pavement as he stared at Serena. Charlotte was approaching with a cellophane-wrapped gift basket in her arms.

“If that glamorous woman can live here, so can I.”

Charlotte paused as she reached the duo. “Sorry for interrupting, but they’re locking up the community center. I have to ask you something.” Charlotte handed the basket to Freddie. “Serena, if you’re serious about moving here, I want to hire you.”

Freddie raised his eyebrows. A few months earlier, they had hated each other’s guts and now they were acting like best friends. 

Serena gasped, “Me? For what?”

“I’m too busy for all of my marketing. I’d like you to take it over.”

“Oh, Charlotte,” Serena lowered her eyes. “I think I ruined my media career. I’m the last person you should have running things for you.”

“No,” Charlotte smiled. “You’re a genius. I want that kind of brutal honesty – it’s marketing gold. And haven’t you seen your latest numbers? You surpassed one million followers tonight.”

“I did?” Serena pulled out her phone and clapped her hand over her mouth. “I thought that I’d lose them all.”

“Turns out they like what Freddie likes... the real you.” Charlotte put her phone back in her handbag. “Think about it and let me know. And you two have a good night.” The cellophane on the gift basket crinkled as she hugged both of them.

“What are we doing on our date?” Serena asked, peering through the clear wrap.

“Let’s find out,” Freddie said and ripped off the ribbons. 

He pulled out a picnic basket and opened the envelope. “It’s a canoe rental at the Bison Cabin.” 

“What a crazy coincidence.” Serena pulled the gift certificate from Freddie’s hand to examine it.

Freddie slung his arm over Serena’s shoulder, “Baby, there are no accidents in this life.”

Serena raised her eyebrows at him. He kissed her on the lips and she mirrored his grin. “So. That’s it. We’re doing this?” Serena pointed back and forth from his chest to her own. “Me and you? For real?”

“I’m all in, Serena. If you’ll have me.”

She looped her arms around his waist. “I’m going to take a chance in Chance Rapids, Freddie. I love you.”

“I love it when you’re cheezy,” he smiled and stopped to face her. He brushed a strand of her hair from her face and cupped her chin, “And I love you.”
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Chapter 27
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THE BISON CABIN WASN’T as rustic as the little cabin at High Lake. It had running water and electricity, for starters, but the scenery was just as beautiful. 

“We should’ve tried to get up here sooner,” Freddie said, pointing to the changing colors on the trees. 

It was late September and Serena had been busier than she’d ever been in her life with running her own account and O’Hare Realty’s marketing campaign. “I know,” Serena replied and shivered in her down coat. “I wish I wasn’t so busy.” Serena had been traveling back and forth to and from the city visiting her dad. He had moved out of the rehab center and was living on his own in her condo. 

Freddie was the first boyfriend she had ever lived with, and it had been an eye-opening experience but even with the ups and downs including those of the toilet seat (and the fact that his aim was terrible), Serena was in heaven. Waking up next to Freddie over the past few months felt like something she had been doing for years. 

They broke off the engagement after the contract was up and Freddie sold the ring. The Sidney’s executives didn’t care. They had gotten great exposure through the couple and were happy with how they completed the contract.

A piece of Serena’s heart broke off when they agreed that it was just too soon to be engaged but with the honesty and openness of their new relationship, she felt closer and more intimate than she had when they’d been engaged. She didn’t make an official announcement though. That had been Freddie’s idea.

“Why don’t we just consider it paused,” he had said. “No one needs to know.”

The night they called off their engagement, they made love on the living room sofa and then again in the kitchen. He loved pressing into her as he held her on the kitchen counter.

Now almost two months later, they were sitting on the edge of a pristine lake watching the sun slip behind the jagged peaks of the mountain. 

“Want to go for a sunset cruise, babe?” he asked.

“With these boots on?” she pointed to the burly hiking boots on her feet. “I’d sink right to the bottom of this lake.”

“You still haven’t learned your lesson about standing up in the canoe then?” he asked and pulled her to her feet. She giggled and wrapped her arms around his waist. “I don’t know if I’ll ever set foot in one of those boats again.”

Freddie kissed her gently. “You’re not a Rapidian until you’ve made love in a canoe. Come on...”

She pulled back, her eyes wide. “You’re crazy,” she said, but let him lead her by the hand to the red canoe sitting on the sand beach. There was a thick blanket folded in the bottom and candles spread in the sand beside it. He pulled out a lighter and soon the twilight night was highlighted with flickering candles and a driftwood beach fire.

“Nobody said that the canoe has to be in the water.” He kissed her then, needing her lips. He was hungry to taste the salt on her skin. Their down jackets compressed against each other as Freddie lifted Serena up and set her down gently on the bottom of the canoe. He pulled the bow to rest in the water, the stern safely perched on land and then crawled in. The water rippled from the rocking of the canoe as Freddie made Serena Cruise a real Rapidian.

They snuggled up under the blankets until it was completely dark and the first stars were starting to shine.

Freddie gently eased himself out of the canoe.

“Where are you going?” Serena reached for him. She wasn’t ready to leave their cuddle cocoon just yet.

Freddie tossed another log onto the fire and adjusted the burning pieces, sparks flying up into the night sky. 

“I’ll be back in a second.”

Serena relaxed and gazed up at the stars. A flash of light shot across the sky and she gasped – her second shooting star. She wasn’t going to make the same mistake as last time and she quickly made the wish she had planned out months earlier.

“You missed it,” Serena said as Freddie returned.

“Missed what?”

“A shooting star. It was beautiful.”

“Did you make a wish this time?” he asked.

“I did,” she whispered. She felt like she was in heaven watching her very own mountain man tend to the fire. He walked back to the canoe with his hands in his pockets, but instead of crawling back in, he knelt down beside it.

“Serena.”

She sat up and gripped the gunwales of the canoe, his voice was serious.

“When I proposed to you on the rooftop, I felt like an actor. I remember thinking that if I was really proposing to someone, it wouldn’t be in front of a bunch of people or require a spreadsheet and elaborate plans. It would just be me and the woman I loved somewhere that meant something to both of us.”

Serena couldn’t have agreed more. The proposal was elaborate and wasn’t what she would’ve wanted either. She wanted to speak. To tell him that she agreed, but couldn’t find the words. Instead, she reached out and gently touched his face.

He continued, “And that ring... man, was that hideous.”

“It was.” She laughed and cried at the same time while tears brimmed in her eyes. “Hideous.”

“I have to come clean about something,” Freddie said. He pulled the Royal Blue Sidney’s box out of his pocket. “I didn’t sell that ring. I exchanged it...” Freddie opened up the velvet box and a simple princess cut ring glinted in the firelight.

“Serena Cruise, will you marry me?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Yes,” she gushed. “Freddie Brush, I will marry you.”

Freddie slid the perfectly sized ring on to her finger and leaned into the canoe to kiss Serena. He wiped away her tears with his thumbs and she kissed his tears from his cheeks.

Her shooting star wish had just come true.

Serena held her hand out in front of her and admired the ring. She stood up and accepted Freddie’s hands to help her out of the canoe, but the toe of her boot caught under the wooden gunwale and she screeched as she tumbled into his arms.

Freddie grunted and took the brunt of Serena’s weight as the two of them landed with a thud on the sand.

“Are you okay?” Serena asked. She sat up and brushed her hands off as she straddled Freddie.

“Serena,” Freddie said. “I think we need to agree on one thing before we get married.”

She saw the side of his mouth turn up into a smile and knew exactly what he was going to say. 

“No more canoes.”

“No more canoes,” she echoed. They stood up and headed into the cabin. Serena’s thin fingers interlaced through his, her very own real fiancé.
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Deleted Scene
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SERENA’S FIRST TIME...in a canoe.

Join my Reader’s Club and get Serena’s version of what went down in that canoe! 

Spoiler Alert: It’s a touch steamy...

Sign up HERE
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Coming Soon
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“A SECRET CHANCE”

Chance Rapids, Book 4

Coming November 2019

Click Here to Receive New Release Updates
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