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Chapter one

Tessa’s feet hit the sidewalk with a purpose. Work. It wasn’t her preferred purpose, but she enjoyed eating and buying books, so work was a necessity. With news of her boss’s latest development broadcasted everywhere, she was in for one hell of a day answering congratulatory calls. She dreaded her coworker’s excitement, too. Already enthused individuals, they didn’t need another reason to break their jaws smiling. 
Tessa enjoyed a proper mood boost of her own, but she preferred quiet surroundings snuggled up with a book in one hand and a cup of tea or chicken tenders in the other.
With the melodic sounds of classic piano pieces and soft symphonies playing in her earbuds, she drowned out the bustling sidewalk noise of street vendors offering fresh fruit and the light taps on car horns in the street. Never one for loud beats with bone-shaking bass, if she wasn’t listening to movie scores, she opted for soothing nature sounds or tranquil playlists that were relaxing enough to soothe a cranky newborn to sleep.
As she walked to work, her phone shrilled in her ears, disrupting her favorite piano solo. She glanced at the ID and sighed as she prepared her ears for the enthusiastic voice on the other end.
“Good morning, Tess,” Holly chimed as energetic as ever.
Holly Moreno epitomized waking up on the right side of the bed. She oozed positive enthusiasm daily. Packed with an endless supply of energy, Holly zipped around the office, doing whatever their boss, Carson Stanford, needed. If he were a literal king, Holly was his hand. And she excelled at it. Not only was Holly Mr. Stanford’s first in command, but she was also the public relations spokesperson. Holly Moreno handled everything involving Stanford Enterprises from press conferences, interviews, seeking interesting business opportunities, to ordering his lunches and sitting in on every business meeting. And she did it all with a beaming grin. She was a jack of all trades, an asset in its truest form.
On more than one occasion, Holly’s bubbly personality had struck Tessa’s nerves, especially before nine AM, but Tessa admired her can-do attitude. She wished she excelled at one thing, while Holly excelled at everything.
“Morning, Holly. What’s up?”
Holly’s breathy inhale was a dead giveaway. She was winding up to exert all the oxygen in her lungs. “As I’m sure you’ve heard, our boss bought the community center, and the entire city is thrilled. He’s wiping out all the outstanding balances of monthly dues the last owner implemented and will repair the building. His plans,” she said as if sharing a secret, “will blow your mind.”
Tessa hummed. “Mr. Stanford has always been cool like that.”
Mr. Carson Stanford was one of the most prominent entrepreneurs in a one-hundred-mile radius. With the community center purchase completed, the entire city was ecstatic. The monthly dues the previous guy had charged claimed they were supposed to fund the maintenance repairs. Instead, he’d pocketed the cash. But with Carson Stanford manning the ship, everyone knew what it meant. Mr. Stanford would turn the beloved center from a suffering, barely functioning building into a state-of-the-art facility, equipped with all the bells and whistles. Everyone would have full access to all its amenities. Free of charge. Why? Because he was just one hell of a nice guy.
Early in his career, he’d preached about helping others and his community, proclaiming it was good for the soul, and he lived up to his word. His business practices were honest, and he prided himself on transparency. Because of that, workers bent over backward to please him.
While everyone painted Mr. Stanford as a saint, there was one aspect Tessa thought he lacked transparency in. As the only receptionist, Tessa transferred a handful of personal calls to her boss. The woman was not Mrs. Stanford, his soulmate. And there were emails from Saint Stanford himself, requesting Tessa handle a flower delivery because Holly was drowning in work. He’d instructed that the card be signed, With Love, Carson, and again, the flowers were not addressed to his wife. Tsk, tsk, tsk.
Tessa loved a good conspiracy theory and created her own when her imagination roamed on a whim. One thing she couldn’t hold against him, though, was being the world’s best boss. He never raised his voice, always thanked his employees when he moseyed out of his office, and he was very generous with annual raises.
“Mm-hmm. Speaking of his generous nature. He’s giving everyone the day off.”
Tessa’s feet stopped. “No work today?”
“See you Monday, hon!”
Holly disconnected the call, and Tessa breathed a sigh of relief. With the piano solo filling her ears again, she changed course and headed to her all-time favorite shop.
With her gaze on the ground, Tessa’s pace quickened. Set apart from the strip of shops lining the street was a tall, brick building with a tattered sign that read GOOD ON PAPER. Weathered and discolored, both the building and sign had seen better days. All nearby stores had modern touches everyone appreciated, but this store looked as if it had been plucked from decades of the past. Physical bookstores didn’t exist like they had before, not like coffee shops and convenience stores. Those were a dime a dozen.
Tessa stepped across the threshold, and a bell chimed above her. And there it was—the smell of aged paper and a promise of adventure; one reason Tessa loved this shop. Out of all the stores she frequented, this one was her haven. Any sour mood she had before walking inside shifted with every inhale. With work canceled, she could shop at her leisure.
The clerk lifted his clear blue eyes to greet Tessa. “Welcome back,” he said with a gorgeous yet shy grin. He was a permanent fixture in the store, always sitting behind the counter or stocking shelves of new finds, and he did it while wearing the same gray cardigan.
She lifted her gaze for the first time since leaving her apartment and greeted him with her own bashful grin. Horrible at figuring out ages, Tessa surmised he was mid-twenties to early thirties. With a mop of loose golden-blond curls sitting at the top of his head, dark-rimmed glasses, and freckles, he looked like he belonged on a beach wearing a black wet suit with a surfboard under his arm, ready to tackle a massive wave. How did he maintain that sun-kissed glow trapped indoors day after day?
“Morning, Brody.” Tessa’s voice rose an octave for no reason. She approached the counter, and the clerk’s infectious grin set the tone. “Do you have any books by Lori Klashwell? She any good?”
His lips pressed together as he rubbed his chin. The cheery expression he’d worn moments ago disappeared as he shrugged. “She’s okay, a little different from books you’ve purchased before. Someone recommend her?”
Tessa nodded. “I ran into a new neighbor in my apartment building. I asked for recommendations when I noticed a book in her hand.”
He walked around the counter. “She’s a wonderful storyteller. You’ll enjoy her writing, but after a few books, you notice a pattern.” He led Tessa down an aisle lined with bookshelves.
“If Klashwell interests you, try this author.” He pulled a thick paperback with the corner of the cover ripped off and handed it to Tessa. “Kelly Anne. Indie author. Went digital a few years back. This is one of her first novels before she pumped out mainstream mommy porn. Typical cash grab work. But this,” he said, tapping on the torn cover, “this was where she excelled. Shame she hasn’t gone back to writing fantasy novels. It’s like you’re living in this mystical world of animal/human hybrids. If you close your eyes, you see what she sees, hear what she hears. Stellar writing.”
Tessa eyed the cover. A magical teal glow surrounded the breath-taking woman, and antelope horns sprouted from her head. If the upper right corner hadn’t been torn, it would have been a gorgeous cover. “Can’t wait.” She clutched the book to her chest.
She followed the clerk down another aisle, and he plucked a thick paperback off the shelf, one from the author her neighbor, Casey, had recommended. It was rare to find a specific book, but today must’ve been Tessa’s lucky day. No work and finding a book among the random stock of used novels, her day was off to a wonderful start. The fantasy section brimmed with options today. If only she could bring every book home, she’d be in absolute heaven.
She shifted the books she held and reached for another Brody held out to her. Surprised by the lack of warmth in his touch, she pulled back.
“Sorry.” He chuckled. “Side effects of sitting under the air conditioner. No matter what the temperature outside is, the air conditioner is on. Humidity and books don’t mesh well.”
Tessa perused the aisle in search of more literary retreats. “That’s why you’re always rocking that sweater.”
Brody chuckled to himself. “Yup. It’s like a second skin. I feel naked not wearing it. Want me to leave these by the register while you shop?” He pointed to the growing stack of paperback novels she held.
“Sure.”
She handed him the books, and Brody returned to the front of the store while Tessa looked around, surrounded by a wonderland of books time had forgotten. Everyone lived in the digital age, but nothing surpassed holding a story and flipping through pages. Tessa took her time in her favorite section, reading a few pages to see if the story sparked her interest.
As she ventured out of her favorite section, the natural smile on her full lips dropped when she spotted an entire bookshelf bare. No shelf should be empty in her world. Depending on the genre, some racks were sparse, while others offered multiple options. Apparently, everyone was perfect because the self-help section was packed with books. The non-fiction section varied from overflowing to non-existent on any given visit.
The store never had new books. Tessa didn’t mind. The best part was bringing home a used book with handwritten notes or colorful marker streaks, highlighting significant passages. Seeing the story through the eyes of former readers, discovering their perspectives, added to the adventure. The only drawback to old books was finding a lovely cover damaged.
Tessa found books from her to-be-read list and one novel that completed a series she had been trying to find for years. She lugged her new-to-her books to the counter, adding them to her growing pile.
“Good finds,” Brody commented as he scanned each one.
“This should keep me busy for a few days, if I pace myself.” Tessa held her fob over the payment pad and waited for the approval light to turn green.
“Don’t take too long.”
Was he flirting? Heat rose to her cheeks, drawing her gaze toward her feet.
“The owner might sell to a developer.”
Tessa couldn’t hold back her gasp.
Brody chuckled lightly. “My sentiments exactly.” He reached under the counter and flashed Tessa a business card. “He was here a few minutes before you arrived. I wouldn’t be surprised if your paths crossed.”
“Moorings, LLC,” she read aloud before handing the white card back to Brody. “Does the owner want to sell? Or is this a strong-arm situation?” 
Brody lifted his shoulders high. “This store has been in his family for three generations. While everyone else modernized, they stayed stagnant, and it’s showing. Times are changing. You’re our first customer, and if today’s anything like yesterday, you might be our last.”
Tessa couldn’t fathom her favorite store shutting down. The second closest bookstore was many miles away, nowhere close to her apartment. 
Brody added, “Breaks my heart, but people just aren’t purchasing physical copies anymore, old or new.”
Tessa couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It was as if his words were a punch in her gut. Maybe today wasn’t her lucky day after all.
“I know it’s crazy.” He held up the book he was reading. The black leather hardcover had delicate gold embossing on the cover and spine. He placed the book down before she could read the title, but the cover was stunning. She was certain whatever was written inside must have been equally so.
“It’s not just about what’s written. Holding it, smelling the paper, flipping pages, putting a bookmark inside because you didn’t realized the time. It’s all connected. All relevant. Collectible books haven’t been produced in decades. And now…” He looked around. “The world will be down another bookstore.”
The man she rarely spoke with had delivered the worst news possible. He could have ripped her arms off one by one, and it would have been less painful than losing her beloved store.
“How much longer will you guys be open?”
Brody pushed his glasses back up the bridge of his nose. “Depends on if he accepts this guy’s offer. Unless something changes, I can’t imagine he’ll hold off long.”
“Well, Brody. Thanks for ruining my day,” she said, in a half-joking but mostly serious manner as she grabbed her tote filled with unknown adventures.
“Until we meet again,” he said.
They shared a knowing grin.
As the door closed behind her, she considered ways to help promote his business. She’d go to great lengths to keep their doors open. She wasn’t against selling her kidney if it meant persuading the owner not to sell. Tessa took out her phone and dialed her best friend’s number.
“Hey,” she said as his voicemail clicked on. “Guess what might shut down? Good On Paper. Some douchebag developer wants to buy it. He needs to be stopped. Call me back.”
Tessa walked along the street, ready to head home, but stopped herself. An ache pulsed in her chest. As if it had the power to steer her in a different direction, she changed course and walked toward the park instead. No sense wasting a beautiful day stuck inside.
Tessa walked under the black, wrought-iron archway sitting at the entrance to the park just as a swift breeze kicked up, whipping her unruly curls around her face. An overwhelming sense of urgency filled her, a sensation she had never experienced before. She couldn’t wait to get to her favorite bench, crack open a new book, and read while brainstorming advertising ideas to drum up enough business to get the owner to reconsider.
Avoiding eye contact with strangers, she kept her sight on the pavement. Tessa had read enough survival books to know it was best to prepare ahead of time, then to condition your body in the thick of chaos. She’d been prepping for years. With her thirtieth birthday ready to smack her in the face, she knew how to avoid eye contact at all costs, lest fate step in and match her with a soulmate she didn’t choose.
The shrill of her ringtone disrupted the melancholy music in her ears. Tessa huffed into the receiver upon checking the ID. “It’s too early for communication. I’m already in a foul mood, Mom.”
Laughter filled Tessa’s ears, a joyous eruption that wrestled a smile out of her. “Let’s hope Grumpy Tessie doesn’t answer the phones at work.”
With the news of her beloved store on the verge of shutting down, her free day off wasn’t enough to maintain her pleasant disposition. “The good news—Stanford closed the office. The sad news is my favorite store might shut down.” Tessa fake cried into the phone. “Dumb digital age.” The heavy tote filled with new books slipped off her arm, giving her shoulder a quick reprieve. The irony wasn’t lost on her.
“I’m sorry, dear. Sometimes you must adapt to the changing times. Speaking of changing times, you’re a day closer to your thirtieth,” her mom sang.
Tessa imagined her mother rubbing her hands together in celebration, far more excited by the prospects of Tessa meeting her soulmate.
Ugh. Please don’t bring up the soulmate talk. Again.
Ever since the lesson in school on the soulmate connection, Tessa had hated birthdays, especially her fated thirtieth. It was a week away. After her thirtieth birthday, she was liable to meet her soulmate and make the infamous soulmate connection. The link wouldn’t happen with just anyone. They had to match your soul, destined to be yours. Like some strange mating ritual, all it took was one glance to connect mates for life.
Tessa felt like the oddball around her friends and family. While most loved the concept of finding true love, Tessa wanted a partner of her choosing, not a stranger she locked eyes with on a whim. She knew who she wanted to spend her life with—her best friend, Kade.
But what were the chances she’d be a match with him? She wasn’t a mathematician, but she knew the percentage was slim. She’d rather be alone than with someone chosen for her.
Her mother’s impatience to see Tessa find a spouse and start a family worsened as Tessa’s birthday neared. Tessa’s body, however, switched to autopilot whenever her mother mentioned soulmates. Her ears stopped listening, and her eyes rolled wildly. Her mom spoke in her typical, ten times-preached drawls as Tessa reflected on her many wasted wishes on stars. Instead of wishing for an unending supply of books, she should have wished for understanding parents that would be pleased to have a quiet spinster for a daughter. It was conceivable if Tessa kept her head down.
Tessa had never cared to understand the soulmate mumbo-jumbo. Like reading from a script, everyone recited the same thing. “You’ll feel complete once you meet your soulmate.” She’d never felt incomplete or needed another person to make her whole; she only needed herself. Tessa preferred her own company and the silence that came with it.
Growing up, her sister had a slew of friends, but as each matched, they spoke less and less. Tessa saw how it affected Maggie. And then Maggie had matched, and Tessa got firsthand experience on how a soulmate relationship became priority. Maggie wouldn’t shut up about how lucky she was to have found Kota Sora, who for all intents and purposes was a great guy, a perfect fit for Tessa’s sister. 
Tessa swooned over guys, but most were fictional characters in her books. When she needed them, they were there, and if they disappointed her in one chapter, they redeemed themselves later. Regular people were less predictable, so Tessa kept others an arm’s length away. Except Kade. But that, too, was temporary. Once the inevitable happened to him, she imagined he’d fade out of her life, too. She dreaded that day, but she had been preparing herself for her broken heart for the last few years.
“Mom, I don’t need someone genetically predisposed to make me feel differently.” Tessa enunciated each word with confidence to ensure Mom would catch her drift. “We’re probably lab rats in some weird, government-run, mating experiment.” 
Tessa waited for her mother to interrupt, but she didn’t.
“Think about it, Mom. We lock eyes with a stranger, and a magic fairy sprinkles love dust until some weird magnetic pull forces us to perform a bonding ceremony or risk physical pain and insanity. Creepy, no? And we sense their emotions and hear the whispering of thoughts.” Tessa huffed. “I read a book where a fire-breathing dragon had sex with a human woman. That was less weird than this. There goes my quiet time. Now I gotta live with a stranger’s voice in my head.” Tessa made a retching sound. 
“Faeries, Tessa? You think the government’s biggest secret is faeries?” Her mother asked in an even tone. “Feeling your father’s emotions is helpful. And they aren’t thoughts, more like suggestive cues, if that makes sense.” 
“It doesn’t, but yeah, yeah, yeah. The divorce rate is extinct, erasing monetary greed and disdain between spouses, ending single-parent homes and somehow lowering crime rates. Happy lab rats.” Tessa gasped after her long-winded spiel. 
“Take a breath, Tessie. We’ve evolved. Instead of blocking what nature intended, embrace it. You are a week away. After that, it can happen.” 
Tessa’s mother was right. Once she and her mate turned thirty, it was on. They were one glance away from that unexplained magnetic pull, changing Tessa from a content loner to a taken woman. 
Tessa had read horror stories about people who’d fought the process. If they didn’t end up in an insane asylum, they writhed in pain until each one of their organs shut down, succumbing to a painful, torturous death. She wasn’t sure how credible those stories were; she found most on nutty, right-wing conspiracy websites. Who was she to credit or discredit them? 
She didn’t want to match, but the alternative was far worse. All she could do was hope her match’s birthday was after hers, buying herself more time. She also hoped they walked on the opposite side of the street… or globe. If they were blind, even better.
For now, Tessa had mastered the art of walking with her face down. She meticulously planned all her stops; she no longer needed to raise her eyes to navigate around town after spending the previous two years honing her skill. How difficult would it be to avoid making eye contact for another year? Or two? Or how about five?
“You must love tormenting your daughter early in the morning.” 
Her mother had the best giggle. She found it impossible not to chuckle, too. “Ah, yes, the reason for my call. She won’t tell me what, but your sister has something to share with us at dinner tonight.” 
“She’s pregnant again.” 
“Oh, my goodness. Do you think that’s it?” Mom gasped. 
“She’s packed on the pounds, Mom. Can you not tell? Her nostrils have spread just like they did when she was pregnant with Rose. She’s your daughter, for goodness’ sake. If our bodies are attracted to a stranger’s, how come there isn’t some fancy communication thingamajig between a mother and her kids? Don’t you think that’s weird? She came from your body, right down your birth canal.”
“My snazzy uterine communicator broke, I guess. And I hadn’t noticed added weight on her. I still see you two as my little peanuts running on the playground.”
“Well, as you enjoy reminding me every day, I’m inching closer to my dreaded thirtieth, eons beyond the peanut stage.” Tessa stood near her favorite park bench; thankful it was empty. “Mom, I’m about to plop on this bench, crack open my new book, and sob because my life’s ending.”
“It isn’t as bad as you’re making it.”
Tessa sighed. “I meant about my bookstore.”
“Aww. You’ll be okay, Tessie. See you tonight.”
Tessa found a comfortable position on her bench and cracked open her book. Her soft soundtrack played in her ears as she read. She flew through the first chapter and noticed a handwritten list of characters at the top of the second chapter. The bubbly feminine handwriting had hearts in place of each period. Tessa took a break from the story to make sense of the jotted list of characters written along the top half of the page. The previous book owner had drawn yellow stars and pink hearts next to specific characters with page numbers listed beside them.
Tessa grabbed her pen and pad from her messenger bag. She started her own list, unrelated to the book. How to Avoid Turning Thirty. She numbered each line and brainstormed ways to avoid crossing over to the dark side.
She tilted her eyes toward the sky, but only saw bits of blue peeking through the dense green foliage of the tree above her. Number one on the list Jump into a canal with weights around ankles and sink. If cars weren’t self-driving and didn’t have automatic braking systems, she could have added Toss body in front of moving car, to the list. Cars these days would brake or swerve to avoid hitting her, so she didn’t bother. She needed something foolproof.
She’d read enough time travel books. Getting stuck in an infinite time loop to avoid her birthday was plausible, but she knew nothing about building said time machine, let alone getting stuck in one specific moment. It would be just her luck to get trapped somewhere dreadful, like work, or the dentist, or worse, stuck reliving her birthday and hearing the birthday song on an infinite loop.
No matter how long she brainstormed, nothing productive came from it, so she started a list of ways she could help save her beloved store.
She lifted her head to the group of people walking in front of her, searching the unfamiliar faces for a brilliant idea, mindful not to lock eyes with anyone. Everyone wore smiles as if all their dreams had come true. Must be nice.
A woman dressed from head to toe in a bubblegum-pink pantsuit sat at the end of Tessa’s bench. In her hand was a pink, bedazzled leash, and attached to the leash was the cutest black and white spotted puppy Tessa had ever seen. It resembled a Dalmatian but with stumps for legs like a dachshund and big, floppy ears like a beagle. Even its pink nose was freckled with black spots. The lady placed her dog on the ground, and the pooch stumbled on its own ear. The dog sniffed the concrete path in front of the bench and veered off to the side, where it relieved itself on a patch of grass as the lady rifled through her enormous handbag.
She must’ve felt Tessa’s eyes on her. The pink lady offered her a grin. Her full, voluminous, barrel curls sat around her face like a pretty, golden picture frame.
Tessa returned her attention to the adorable puppy. The pooch had too much energy, sprinting in zigzags until the leash stopped its efforts. It charged at strangers, begging for attention and free pets. It was a curious little pup that sniffed every inch of the surrounding area, zipping from one side to the next as fast as her short legs could run. When it realized it couldn’t go where it wanted, the puppy sat beside its owner’s legs and panted, revealing the cutest puppy grin.
The puppy approached Tessa and gave her ankles a good sniff before plopping down beside her, smiling, as if to say, “pet me.” Tessa’s hand received tons of puppy kisses until that odd sensation hit her chest again. A dull ache. She sat back on the bench and clutched her chest to breathe through the discomfort.
Suddenly, the puppy bolted into the pathway, stretching the leash’s limits and tripping an unsuspecting walker. Tessa gasped as the man’s feet became entangled with the sparkling leash, but he righted himself without stepping on the hyper pooch.
“Oh, my goodness. I’m so sorry.” The pink woman pulled her dog back like reeling in a wiry fish. The pup laid down by her owner’s feet with its ears spread out like wings. “Are you okay?” she asked.
The man flattened his tie and waved the incident off with a beguiling smile. “I’m fine. No harm done.”
His voice felt familiar, but Tessa had never met him before.
The man kneeled beside the dog, who jumped up and ran toward him. Eager for attention, it stood on its stumpy hind legs, did a quick spin, rested its tiny front paws on his knee, and accepted the free pets. 
As the man lifted his head, Tessa turned her prying eyes away. Normally, she wouldn’t dare stare at all, especially at people, but she couldn’t ignore him, and she didn’t know why. She did, however, find it odd how she vividly remembered the angle of his jawline and the stubble on his cheeks and chin. 
And there it was again, that dull pulse in her chest. Her heart reacted as if it was gearing up for a race.
His skin was paler than hers, a fair peach tone she knew would burn under the blazing sun. His light brown hair was well-groomed, as if he’d just left the barbershop, with a close fade on the sides and some length swept on top. He dressed as if he had awakened with a plan and wouldn’t rest until he checked it off his list. He appeared far more put-together, more than she ever was.
Why are you concentrating on him so damn much?
The lady on the bench continued to apologize, but he stopped her before the twenty-seventh utterance.
“Have a great day, ladies,” he said and threw a friendly wave goodbye. The cadence to his voice was smooth like velvet, a similar sensation to the fabric of her favorite reading chair.
“You, too,” Tessa responded, until she realized he was talking to the lady and her dog. Embarrassed, she hid behind her hands, but she sensed his grin from five feet away.
A tiny voice inside her head summoned her to lift her chin, so she did. Their eyes locked. And then it hit her. It wasn’t a dull hum; it was a full-blown charge of electricity vibrating her insides.
What. The. Fuck.




Chapter two

Everything Tessa heard began surging through her body. Her hearing went from crisp and clear to cloudy and muffled, as if she’d been submerged under water for a full week straight. Her vision turned static, and her skin prickled like she’d been stung by a million bees over every square inch of her body. 
The pull was dizzying at first. Disorienting. It made her stomach drop. She shook her head, hoping to shake it away, but it made matters worse. Tessa gripped the metal bench for support and made a silent prayer for it to stop. Her heart felt as if it was on the verge of exploding. It raced and thumped in her ears as she clenched her eyes shut, but the spinning didn’t stop.
Tessa did not know what to expect from the magnetic pull everyone talked about. She’d done everything she could to avoid it, but here she was, caught in the riptide of love.
Wait.
Why is this happening? Why now?
“What the hell,” she muttered, holding her head in her hands and gripping chunks of her curls between her slender fingers as bolts of electricity zapped inside her head and chest. “I’m not even thirty yet,” she gritted through clenched teeth. Tessa’s groan vibrated in her throat, and like a rock thrown into a lake, the vibration rippled, increasing in strength as it coursed through her veins and body.
She blinked frantically. The hurried opening and closing did nothing to restore her vision as images of the random man she’d made eye contact with flooded her mind—his velvety brown eyes, the richest brown she’d ever seen, with flecks of amber flakes scattered on his irises—melded into her core memory. Heat flooded Tessa’s body as if her blood had turned to lava. More images of this stranger flashed through her mind, and with each one, her heart raced. With her head between her legs, she breathed in a shallow, quick gasp.
Trapped in a daze, she faced him. His expression changed from confusion to recognition until his gaze fell to the pavement.
Nobody could have prepared Tessa for this moment, no matter how hard they’d tried. She wasn’t sure if words existed that described the chaos happening inside her. While her brain told her to run, run far away, book a flight to another country where she could scream at the tops of the tallest mountains, her heart had other plans. Tessa’s traitorous heart wanted her to stay. She did not move, frozen in limbo where all decisions and actions were impossible.
She fixed her gaze on the man doubled over in front of her. He wasn’t faring well, either. Trapped in his own whirl of chaos, she wanted to help him, but feared if she left the bench, her weakened knees would give out. His knees dropped to the ground as he grunted, holding his temples tight. His face reddened.
“Don’t throw up,” he repeated.
He reached for the bench, clutching the edge for support. His eyes opened and closed. He groaned, and his knuckles turned the color of snow. He gritted out grunts of discomfort, but the longer she watched him, his natural color returned to his cheeks, and his grip on the bench loosened. He sat back on his heels, eyes focused on the ground, before he gave his head a good shake and lifted his face.
“Um,” he murmured after a few hard blinks and breaths.
Still frozen on the bench, Tessa opened her mouth, but shock wedged in her throat. She was unsure what to say. 
“Did you guys just—“ The lady in pink pointed to Tessa and the mysterious stranger, who looked as if he wanted to puke on her pointy bubblegum-pink stilettos. 
The woman didn’t finish her question after seeing it with her own eyes. She lifted her dog off the ground, rose from the bench, and added, “Violet, you just brought two soulmates together. Good girl.” 
The puppy licked her mother’s nose in celebration, and they headed in the opposite direction. 
The man, still stunned, plopped onto the bench an arm’s length away. Tessa’s body jerked upright, and she watched him from her peripheral. With his elbows on his knees, hands clutching his head, he tried to calm his breathing while rocking back and forth. He was faring worse than she.
“I think I’m gonna be sick,” he murmured.
Tessa held her hand out, aching to touch him, console him even. The desire alone startled her, and she jerked her arm back to her side. While her brain wanted to slap some sense into her, her heart and her body vibrated with life from his proximity. Everything inside her went glittery, and her skin tingled with recognition.
It was harmless to stare at him with his eyes fixed low, not that Tessa could stop herself from staring now.
After what seemed like centuries of brutal silence, Tessa cleared her throat. “Hey.”
The small greeting stopped his rocking. Was her voice as soothing to him as he was to her? He lifted his gaze off the pavement and turned toward her. She clutched her book to stop her trembling hands. Her knee bobbed. It wasn’t as if she needed to face him to remember what he looked like, their connection ingrained every physical feature into her core memory. But she met his gaze, albeit timidly.
“Hi.” His hoarse whisper broke his silence.
Tessa’s gaze fell over the man sitting beside her. Although Kade had a body-builder’s physique, he still had a baby face. But the stranger sitting beside her was handsome; a grown man with stubble and eyes that pierced her soul. Literally.
There were stories of people matching and their chemistry was instant. While Tessa found it difficult to believe, she was no longer a non-believer. In seconds, he felt like a lifelong friend, not a stranger. And yet, she knew nothing about him, not even his name.
“How is this possible?” Tessa whispered as she inched closer. The distance between them became unbearable. She raised her arm and poked his shoulder as a zap stung her finger.
He watched without a word.
“Are you, like, real?”
When his mouth curve in tenderness, the spark she’d never believed existed flared to life. Her entire body ran hot again. It was as if he was the most gorgeous man she’d ever seen. She poked him again and looked at her finger, feeling the same sting as before.
This time, he laughed, and her stomach swarmed with flutters.
“Are you just going to keep poking me?” There was a slight tinge of wonder laced through his words.
She poked again. “I don’t know. Maybe.” She had to conquer all her involuntary reactions to the gentle, loving look set in his eyes.
He released a drawn-out breath and leaned back on the bench; eyes fixed on Tessa’s. She’d feared eye contact for this very reason, but now she couldn’t stop staring into those eyes. They were like pools of rich chocolate dusted with gold. She could swim in them for days or weeks. Years even.
“I have to go.” Tessa jumped from the bench and almost collapsed when her knees wobbled.
He, too, stood as Tessa slung the heavy tote of books onto her shoulder. “What? Where are you going?”
Tessa’s gaze traveled over him. Her stomach was in knots. She couldn’t speak, not intelligently, at least. She needed to get out of Dodge, and fast.
“Before you go, take this.” He dug into his navy slacks and plucked a business card from the gold case.
In total control of her body now, she refused to look him in the eyes again, too fearful she’d get caught in his charming bait. Tessa snatched the card, shoved it in her pocket, and raced home.
Tessa’s lungs burned as she raced home. But she couldn’t help noticing everything around her seemed different. Colors were more vivid—people’s clothes, the blue sky, the sun. Scents were more fragrant, stronger, and powerful. She gulped a few deep breaths and tasted the clean, refreshing air.
Was this the reason everyone who matched all wore bold smiles? The heightened senses made the world around her vibrant and beautiful, almost euphoric.
Still reeling, she needed familiarity surrounding her because everything around her suddenly felt unfamiliar. Her feet had never moved so fast. Noticing she was a woman on a mission, others moved out of her way. Her lungs were on fire, her calves cramped, but she powered through the pain and made it home in record speed.
She flung herself into her apartment, guzzled a bottle of water, and paced around her beat-up coffee table. She noticed every nick and groove in the dark wood and every dent from banging the vacuum on the legs. She’d read books where vampires had amazing eyesight, and Tessa, too, noticed her vision was not of this world.
She dropped onto her sofa and held her head in her hands. “How the hell could this happen?”
Unable to remain seated for long, she paced and paced, talking to herself like a madwoman, repeating the fundamental question of how this could happen, as if chanting the mantra might spark an answer. Her stomach twisted until bile crept up her throat. She rushed to the bathroom and expelled the water she’d chugged earlier.
Her home assistant, which she named PITA, short for Pain in the Ass, offered no real help. PITA had a tough time getting the weather right some days. Tessa threw out the same question in different ways, but her home assistant was useless.
After tiring herself out trotting back and forth, she slumped into her favorite thinking chair, a velvety yellow, high-back chair near the reading bench that sat along her window, and wrapped a mix-matched-colored throw blanket she’d crocheted last winter around her shoulders. She wasn’t even cold. In fact, she was hot, burning from the inside out, but she needed comfort.
Once she spotted a photograph of her and Kade sitting on an end table, guilt enveloped her. What was she going to tell him? How was she going to tell him? How would she tell her family?
She jumped from the chair and paced again. Frantic in her apartment, she turned on her computer and wore down the fabric of the rug while it flared from sleep.
Tessa saw another photo of Kade, and it stopped her in her tracks. She’d been in love with Kade longer than she’d loved anyone. Now that she’d linked to another person, she focused on his photo with a purpose. Nothing had changed. She still loved her best friend. She still wanted something beyond the lines of their friendship. That was one specific term people all agreed on when they spoke about matching with one’s soulmate, that any ex or love from the past disappeared and all that mattered was your soulmate. But Tessa still cared.
How could she still love someone else? Shouldn’t her heart only belong to the handsome stranger? It made next to no sense.
She tried rationalizing the bizarre feelings she had for a man she’d just met. She knew nothing about him, not even his name, and yet, when she pictured him in her head, her heart fluttered, and she became eager to see him up close again and poke him until the strange zing numbed her finger.
“Ugh,” she groaned.
The computer screen popped up and flashed an error message, the same one she’d forgotten to deal with last week. Her groan turned into a feral growl.
She wanted to scream. She wanted to cry. Nothing made sense. What she hated most of all was how easily her heart had betrayed her for a stranger. And then she remembered he’d handed her something. His card. Her hand flew into her pocket and pulled out the white cardstock. As she turned it over, her stomach convulsed to see the words Moorings, LLC embossed in blue ink.
“No.” The same card Brody had flashed her earlier was in her hand now. “What. The. Fuck.” She dropped the card to the floor as if it burned her fingers.
The day’s strange events just kept getting stranger. Was the man destined to be hers the same man destroying her favorite store?
“Nope. No way. Nuh-uh.” Tessa shook her head. “This can’t be real. I’m stuck in some sort of fever dream. Or I got hit by a rogue, driver-less car, and I’m in a coma somewhere.”
She shook her head all the way to her bedroom. The blackout curtains let no light seep through as she walked into the pitch-black room. She tripped over a pair of sneakers and fell onto her bed, climbed under the covers, and hid. “I’m just gonna take a quick nap, and everything will return to normal when I wake up.”
The throbbing in her brain intensified; she couldn’t relax long enough to nap. She jumped out of bed again and paced some more. Before she knew it, the soft bells of the home assistant rang in Tessa’s apartment.
“Tessa, you have two hours to get ready for dinner at your parent’s house,” PITA said.
“It’s at Maggie’s,” Tessa replied.
“I’m sorry. I do not have that information saved on my calendar. Would you like to change it?”
Tessa groaned but didn’t answer.
The day’s events swam in her thoughts as she rummaged through her closet for something to wear. After plucking her favorite black off-the-shoulder sweater off the hanger, and a pair of black skinny jeans from the rack, she spent most of her time wrangling her mane of black curls.
Growing up, Tessa had hated her curly tendrils. Jealous of her older sister’s silkier texture, often throwing fits with her mom for giving Maggie the “good hair,” she’d fried her hair with straightening techniques that took years to grow out. It wasn’t until her early twenties that she embraced her natural texture. And when Maggie complained about her lack of volume, Tessa didn’t take long to flaunt her bouncy curls in Maggie’s face. It was a perfect symphony of her mother’s English and French background mixed with her father’s Jamaican heritage, creating a curtain of thick, black curls that framed her slender face. No matter the summer day, even when it was sweltering, she wore her hair down, impressed by the volume she achieved with humidity.
Never one to leave the house with a full face of makeup—unless Kade begged her to venture out of her apartment for a night out on the town—she always kept it simple. As she sat at her vanity, she thought about ways to break the news to her family.
“Hey, guys,” Tessa practiced testing the waters. “FYI, I matched today. And guess what, he’s the devil reincarnate. That’ll be fun to explain,” she deadpanned aloud to no one in particular. As she tried perfecting her winged eyeliner for the third time, she slammed her hands on the vanity table.
How was she going to get through dinner with this secret lingering inside her? Should Tessa break the news the moment she stepped foot inside the house, or was that a conversation best had over dessert? And how did one explain how much they detested the man fated to them?
Frustrated with her eyeliner, she left it uneven and finished up by rubbing Vaseline on her lips and smudged highlighter under the arch of her black eyebrows.
After a few spritzes of her favorite perfume, the one that reminded her of the sandy beaches of Turks and Caicos—a place she wished she was escaping to now—Tessa shrugged into her coat and flipped the kitchen light switch off.
PITA said, “Have a great evening, Tessa.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she drawled as her stomach gave another rumble. She shut the apartment door behind her, ready to devour whatever meal Maggie had prepared. Knowing her sister’s culinary skills, she would taste heaven in less than an hour.
Tessa stood in front of the elevator doors running through the day’s events. Much to her surprise, the elevator was empty when she stepped inside. As the doors were closing, a manicured hand jutted inside, and the doors opened again.
“Sorry.” Tessa’s new neighbor from down the hall stepped inside. “I’m running late.”
“No worries.”
Tessa considered herself the nosy building creeper, always seeing but rarely speaking. She’d spotted almost everyone that lived in the apartment complex multiple times, but she had only seen her new neighbor a handful of times.
“How are you liking the building?” Tessa asked.
“It’s nice. Quieter than my last one. I just moved to be closer to my fiancé.”
Unlike the last time Tessa had shared an elevator ride with her, she inspected Casey Greene more closely now. Her response wasn’t a descriptive sentence, but there was tons of context loaded inside it. Fiancé meant soulmate, and needing to move closer meant they were nearing, if not beyond, their matching anniversary because distance was putting a physical strain on them.
Tessa couldn’t think about when she’d finally have to contact the handsome asshole she matched with. What would they talk about? How he was trying to kill her one joy in life? And she hated the idea that after time passed, her body would writhe unless she saw him again.
Tessa surmised the woman wasn’t deep into her thirties. Between her trendy yet sophisticated clothing, and her wrinkle-free dewy glow, she looked as if she’d just crossed into her thirties a year ago, tops. She was gorgeous. Her winged eyeliner was far better applied than Tessa’s and her stunning hazel-green eyes commanded Tessa’s attention. The book Tessa had noticed earlier was tucked under her arm again. It was on the best-seller’s list for months, one of the very few authors that still produced physical copies. It was about a group of women celebrating turning thirty together and matching with their respective soulmates. Tessa had enjoyed it, but mainly because one character was a complete dumpster fire but landed some rich socialite.
“I got one of Klashwell’s novels. Haven’t started it yet, but the blurb sounds cool.”
“I enjoy her work. After a few books, it’s the same story told differently.” Casey smirked and casually rolled her eyes. “Still enjoyable reads, but it’s something to consider.”
In moments, the elevator arrived at the lobby, and they waved goodbye. Tessa headed in the opposite direction from Casey to her sister’s house, ten city-blocks away.




Chapter three

Tessa was grateful the weather remained clear and the air crisp, the perfect spring evening for a trek on foot. Walking helped clear her head. She’d left her earbuds at home, curious how the world around her sounded now. Birds chirped in the trees as she passed by as if saying hello. She wondered if they’d greeted her in the past, but she’d been too busy listening to music to pay attention. 
The closer to her sister’s house she got, the more her thoughts focused on the man she’d matched with earlier. Handsome Asshole. She reached into her back pocket and pulled the card out to inspect it again. This time, it didn’t burn her flesh. As she saw his company name, it reminded her all over again that her beloved store was in jeopardy of closing the doors for good. Directly beneath the company name was his. Isaac Davenport, CEO.
He probably wanted to throw up another high-tech store that was a dime a dozen. They might make money, but they offered nothing new or exciting to the city.
“Asshole,” she muttered under her breath. As she pictured his face in her head, the sharp lines of his chiseled jaw made her stomach ache but not with anger. With intrigue and lust. She hated that she still found him attractive. “Ugh. Double asshole.”
When she’d stressed herself enough over the handsome asshole, she tried thinking about something else. Had she been correct in guessing Maggie’s big announcement? She was almost one-hundred percent positive Maggie was pregnant again. Tessa loved being an auntie. She adored Rose, her niece, more than life itself.
Every other Sunday, she and Rose played in the park. Not only did it give Maggie a much-needed afternoon to herself, but Tessa enjoyed their quality time together. Whether they flew kites, ran around on the playground, or had picnics with tiny teacups and saucers, Tessa and Rose looked forward to their designated playdates.
As Maggie’s house neared, Tessa’s belly growled again. The banana she’d eaten earlier had been expelled after she’d returned from the park. Her mouth watered thinking about what kind of dish her sister had prepared for their weekly family get-together. One thing was certain, whatever Maggie cooked would be divine.
Maggie was an epic host. Everything she cooked had a piece of her soul stirred in it, except for that one dish, the Voldemort of dishes Tessa refused to say aloud because if she did, a terrible retching would ensue. She was jealous of her sister’s culinary skills. Inept was an understatement—Tessa could burn water. While Tessa needed practice to perfect anything in life, Maggie excelled in one try.
Tessa stood in front of her sister’s house, raised her gaze to the darkened sky, and drew in a lengthy breath. As she ventured up the walkway, all the savory scents hit her nostrils, and her mouth watered.
After two quick knocks, she pushed the front door open and walked inside her sister’s home. The aroma of different spices smacked her nose.
“SURPRISE!” a plethora of voices shouted from the tops of their lungs.
Tessa stumbled back. Luckily, there weren’t too many faces in front of her, but they were loud enough to convince her ears otherwise. Her mom stood in the center of the chaos, clutching her middle in a fit of laughter while Rose rushed toward Tessa and mushed her face against her legs. Tessa’s dad clapped while Maggie and her husband, Kota, kept their laughter to a mild chuckle. Standing on the sidelines was one person Tessa never minded seeing.
Kade.
The gang moved toward Tessa at once as she stood in place, shell-shocked and body stiff.
“It’s not even my birthday yet,” she announced for the second time that day, but for a different reason. They couldn’t have forgotten the actual day of her uneventful birth. Could they?
Maggie wrapped her arms around her shoulders and gave her a good squeeze. “Someone thought it would be best to catch you off guard. This was not my idea.”
After everyone else got their turn hugging the almost-birthday girl, Tessa saved the best for last. Kade’s arms wrapped around her, and she felt the heady sensation of his supple lips against her cheek. She hated the instant effect he had on her body. Heat rose to her cheeks and gut. It was yet another reminder of how little free will she had. Her insides fluttered as she breathed him in. He always wore exotic colognes. Pricey, too. A masculine scent with a hint of something sweet and spicy. It drove Tessa’s senses wild.
“Why are you so tense?” he asked as he squeezed tighter.
It took all her willpower not to lick her lips. And then she remembered.
That Davenport asshole ruined my low probability chance of matching with Kade.
“I didn’t expect to see you today,” Tessa uttered close to his ear. Her lips not-so-accidentally grazed his warm skin. “Please tell me you brought the dessert. If left to Dad, we’re stuck eating that gross rum fruitcake he loves.”
Kade pulled away and puckered his lips. “I got you, girl,” he said slyly, before offering a wink. Kade spread his arms out wide. “I’m the dessert.”
Tessa’s rolled her eyes, but her lady bits tingled.
He pressed his lips to her forehead. “Trust me, I know what you like.” He winked again when he caught her eye. “Sorry for not calling you back. Work was bonkers today.”
“Now, now, now, you two. Cut all that stuff out. All that flirty eye contact is making me lose my appetite,” Tessa’s father scolded with a grin as he swung Tessa into the circle of his arms. “How’s my Tessie doing today? I heard you had quite a day.”
Tessa flinched. “How do you know what happened today?” she asked in a panic.
“You mother told me… about the bookstore, but at least you got a day off.”
“What’s happening with the bookstore?” Kade asked.
“That’s why I called you. We’ll talk about it later.”
Tessa snuggled against her father’s chest. “Tell me this wasn’t your idea, and I’ll declare you my favorite parent.”
His laugh was guttural as he pressed his lips to the top of her head. “Definitely not. It’ll surprise you to find out who the culprit is.” He pointed his head toward the miniature version of her sister, who was busy scurrying under the table.
Tessa’s mouth formed the perfect ‘O’. “What a traitor! I thought Rose loved me.” She gasped in an over-dramatized fashion. “Where is that little runt?”
The tiniest giggles came from under the dining room table as Tessa inched closer to Rose’s hidden location. Tessa stalked around the rectangular table that was decked out with party plates and napkins and a black and white balloon centerpiece. The giggling got louder.
“Where could Rose be?”
“She’s under the table,” Kade called out as he opened three bottles of beer.
A chair slid across the floor, and Rose popped her black pigtails out from under the table. She stomped right up to Kade and shoved his leg. “I’m not talking to you for five minutes. Mommy, put the timer on. Kade’s on a timeout.”
Tessa scooped up her niece and planted a million smooches on her dimpled cheeks. “I heard this grand affair was your master plan?”
Rose’s smile turned into a gigglefest as she tried dodging kiss after kiss. “Mm-hmm. Are you mad? Mommy said you’d be mad.”
“At you? Never.”
Rose turned to her mother and said, “See, Mommy. Told you.” She stuck her tongue out at Maggie before throwing her pudgy arms around Tessa’s neck, hugging her tight.
Tessa gave a final peck to her cheek before she set Rose back on the floor. As she scurried off, the frills of her fuchsia and yellow plaid skirt billowed behind her.
The preemptive birthday party was in full swing. Rose handed each partygoer a colorful cone-shaped party hat and even presented menus written in crayon on red and blue sheets of construction paper. With each menu she handed out, she curtsied.
As everyone parted into groups, Tessa admired Kade from across the room. He and Kota got along well, too well for Tessa’s liking. She almost wished he wasn’t like family. Once he found out she’d matched, their dynamic would change. And when he matched, she didn’t want to see him parade another woman around her sister’s house when he joined them at their semi-weekly dinners. The thought alone made her stomach queasy.
Dressed to impress, Kade Westbrooke did not disappoint tonight. Clad in a navy fitted suit and simple white tee, he was the epitome of style. Somehow, he always looked professional with a slight urban edge thanks to a fresh pair of white sneakers. But they weren’t just white, they were blindingly white. He either took bleach to them after each wear, or he bought a new pair for every outfit. Both were viable possibilities.
Caught in her own fantasy, she licked her lips as she admired his dark russet skin against the fitted white tee. That man had a knack for making women drool. And she hadn’t even pictured what lay beneath his clothes.
Kade had flaunted his shirtless body in front of Tessa many times. After nights out drinking with his music industry friends, he’d crash at her apartment for the night. She had seen almost every swollen muscle he owned. But there was one muscle she couldn’t quite recall. She was far too intoxicated to remember what it looked like and neither dare spoke about their fleeting moment.
“Were you surprised?” Mom asked, snapping Tessa out of her own head. She wrapped her arm around Tessa’s shoulders.
“Uh, yeah. I thought I was an aunt again when, really, I was being ambushed.”
“Oh, she’s still announcing something, but your niece had plans of her own.” Tessa’s mother smoothed down a few of Tessa’s curls. “You look beautiful, dear, almost as if you were expecting a surprise party.”
Tessa flipped her hair over her shoulder. “I woke up like this. Be glad I had no clue, otherwise, I would have stayed home.” She glanced down and eyed her chosen ensemble. Normally, she wore baggy tees and leggings or over-sized jeans to their Friday night family dinners so she could eat without fabric constricting her greedy belly. Comfort was a priority. She was also infamous for bringing an over-sized bag for the containers of leftovers. But tonight, she’d diverted from her routine altogether, and she didn’t know why.
As the night progressed, Tessa relaxed on her sister’s sofa as Rose fetched her refills of water—couldn’t let her treasonous ways go unpunished. Before long, Maggie called everyone to the table, and Kade took his usual seat beside Tessa. He urged her to share a story she’d told him last week about Holly. Being the center of attention was not Tessa’s thing, but he always nudged Tessa out of her comfort zone. Despite hating the spotlight, with Kade by her side, she powered through the story and ignored all the hovering eyes.
Tessa’s eyes widened as she eyed the food spread. Maggie had outdone herself with the almost-birthday girl’s favorite comfort foods. Tessa’s mouth watered; her stomach unleashed a loud rumble. But once she saw a dish that had Kota’s name written all over it, she pulled her plate back. Whatever it was, she was adamant it was not getting anywhere near her lips.
“It’s okonomiyaki,“ Kota said. “Trust me, you’ll like it.” The corners of his mouth spread into a wide smirk that made Tessa even more suspicious.
The last time Tessa made the mistake of trusting Kota, she regretted it. He was her brother-in-law. Why would he steer her wrong? Low and behold, it wasn’t until she started chewing that he’d told her what she was eating. Eel and octopus.
“I don’t want to yuck anyone’s yum, but I’m not falling for that again.” Tessa folded her arms in front of her. “You know I have the taste buds of a toddler. Don’t waste your delicacies on me.”
“Ah, c’mon, Tess.” Kade nudged. “He made it for you.”
They shared a knowing glance as Kade put some of Kota’s traditional Japanese cuisine on her plate. Warily, she placed a small amount on her fork and eyed her friend with a silent curse. Once the flavors hit her taste buds, it surprised her that she didn’t want to spit it out.
Kota nodded as he watched his sister-in-law enjoy his dish. “It’s Japan’s version of comfort food, like a savory omelet. It’s super easy to make. I can show you.”
The table erupted into one grumble after the other and Tessa huffed. “I’m not that horrible of a cook.”
Everyone else scoffed around her, except for Rose. “Auntie TT makes the best sandwiches,” her niece said.
“I always knew you were my favorite.” Tessa blew her niece a kiss.
“She buys those, Rose,” Maggie added.
Rose began sulking.
“Good going, Mags.” Tessa eyed Rose again. “Don’t listen to her, squirt. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.” Tessa rolled her eyes toward her sister and made a funny face to cheer up her niece.
The table brimmed with food and flavors from her Mom’s side of the family, food with ingredients that meshed well with Tessa’s immature taste buds. Each person passed their plate around for helpings of mac & cheese, collard greens, ham, ribs, and barbecued chicken, except Maggie perfected Mom’s old recipes.
As everyone dug into their meals, Maggie cleared her throat and made her announcement. It was just as Tessa predicted. Dad’s shining smile beamed from across the room while Mom’s eyes watered. Rose sat, giggling behind her hands. From the moment she’d been able to speak, Rose hadn’t been shy about voicing her desire to be a big sister, and now she’d gotten her wish.
“Can I, Mommy?”
“Yup. Go ahead.”
Rose left the table and raced to her room. Everyone waited to see what would happen next and after some loud banging from her bedroom, Rose raced back wearing a brand-new shirt, one that read, I may be little, but I’m a big sister!
Tessa held up her glass and congratulated the enthused couple. It thrilled her to spoil another rugrat. After all their struggles to conceive after Rose, they deserved this win.
Tessa wondered if she’d face similar issues when she was ready to start a family; not that she ever spent a tremendous amount of time pondering about her future. But once she learned of Maggie’s struggles and all the heartache it caused, she leaned more toward not having kids altogether. If she didn’t put too much stock into wanting kids, she’d never suffer the painful disappointment if it didn’t happen.
Does the asshole want kids? She shook her head, clearing those thoughts. You don’t even know his name. Quit wondering if he wants kids.
Kade nudged her shoulder. “Are you okay?”
She didn’t know how to answer, not truthfully, at least. They’d agreed many moons ago that they’d always be open and honest with each other, but she never kept her end of the bargain. If she shared half her secrets, she was liable to lose the only friendship that meant anything to her. Why destroy it sooner than needed? And even if she had been honest about how she felt, why get close to someone she’d inevitably lose to his real soulmate?
But now that she’d matched, it hadn’t changed how her feelings toward Kade. She still lusted after him and was still silently in love with him. There wasn’t a chance in hell she’d ever feel that way about Handsome Asshole. She and Kade shared an unspoken connection that couldn’t be replicated with a stranger.
Kade, as he did so well, sensed Tessa was stuck in her thoughts and pulled her from her reverie with a quick peck on her temple. She loved him more for it but also hated how it was always her forehead or temple, never her lips or lower.
“It’ll be interesting to see the dynamic between you two a year from now.” Tessa’s dad’s eyebrows danced. “Since you’ve sworn off eye contact until your dying day, and Kade is a social butterfly, what are you going to do when Kade matches?”
Tessa swallowed. Hard. Family dinner wasn’t the time to divulge her deepest secrets, so she lifted her shoulders and gave an indifferent shrug as she eyed her bestie beside her.
Kade’s brow furrowed and he offered his own lazy shrug. “We agreed a while ago. No matter what, we’ll be in each other’s lives. Our beloveds,” Kade boasted, “must understand. That’s all. Isn’t that right, friend?”
The way the word friend came from his mouth with such fluidity, said so easily, it sunk in her gut like a brick of ice. Any appetite she’d had was obliterated, and she pushed the food around the white ceramic plate and simply answered, “Yup.”
On one of her many days alone in her apartment, she’d spent an entire hour contemplating her feelings regarding Kade’s matching. She’d have bet her life’s savings he would have matched first. He never missed a chance to look someone in the eyes while Tessa gave herself a permanent neck ache keeping hers gaze low. Eye contact didn’t scare him. He never missed a job function, schmoozing with music artists every weekend, or meeting new people every day. He was the life of the party. Everyone loved him, especially the artists. Who wouldn’t love the man that cut their massive royalty checks? Hand shakes. Eye contact. Toasting to someone in a crowded room. More eye contact.
Kade always tried dragging Tessa along, and sometimes, she agreed. Other times, she opted to stay at home and read instead of barhopping or going to a club with music so loud it made her bones vibrate. The decibel levels weren’t the only problem. Watching random girls throw themselves at Kade all night was not on Tessa’s list of things she enjoyed. Anger was instant. She couldn’t fathom him being with anyone, and when she forced herself to think about it, the thought made her ill. She’d even thrown up once.
She had realized keeping Kade at an arm’s length away from her heart was the best move to keep her sanity. No matter how many times she fantasized about him, that’s all it was. A fantasy. Even so much as one shared kiss would send her heart into overload. She might implode. Who wanted to endure that pain, either now or down the line? No one.
“You two have been inseparable since middle school. It’ll be weird seeing you guys with someone else. Anyone else,” Maggie added.
Thanks, sis. Thanks for reminding me. Tessa pursed her lips. Without intending, Maggie dug her invisible knife deeper into Tessa’s back.
Tessa moved the food around her plate, picking more than eating, while Rose shoved an enormous mound of mac and cheese in her mouth and shimmied in her chair, a happy dance she did whenever she enjoyed her meal. Rose had learned that quirk from Maggie, but Rose looked cuter doing it.
As the night wound down, Tessa and her mom helped clean as the guys sat in the living room, rubbing their full bellies, chatting with one another. Rose doubled as the entertainment as she waved her glowing princess wand around the room, casting spells and calling each of them lazy toads.
“Are you okay?” Tessa’s mom asked.
“She’s in her head again, Mom.” Maggie wrapped her arm around her sister’s shoulders. “It’s just another birthday. Nothing to get all emotional about. Or are you upset about the whole store closing thing? It’s hard to read you right now. Either way, you spend more time worrying and less time living. You’ll figure it out. You always do.” Maggie squeezed Tessa’s shoulder, and then whipped her with the kitchen towel for good measure. “I packed you a bunch of leftovers containers to bring home. You’re losing weight again.”
Her sister was right; the birthday, the store, all were factors. Tessa’s lack of culinary skills might’ve had something to do with the weight aspect. She could burn water. But Tessa was set in her mood, and without divulging the main reason why, she kept her mouth shut and nodded. Stubbornness was a trait from her father’s side. Not even Kade’s chocolate eyes could ease her mood. Usually, one long gaze could make her forget all her worries, but her current status was far beyond fixing.
“Wanna lift home?” Kade asked as he walked into the kitchen.
“Sure,” she answered. “I’m ready for bed.”
They said their goodbyes, and Tessa thanked her niece for the surprise as she grabbed the bag Maggie had set aside for her.
The car ride was quick and quiet as Kade pulled up to the front of Tessa’s apartment. She exited the car while he retrieved her bag of leftovers from the trunk.
“So, the bookstore?” he asked as they stood on the sidewalk.
Tessa thought about what her sister had said earlier. She was right. Tessa would figure out how to help the store. She needed to apply her focus to something other than Handsome Asshole, anything to buy herself time to figure out how to break the news to her family and face her future with the stranger.
“I know this might sound crazy, but I want to help save the bookstore. But I can’t do it alone. I need your help.”
“Woah. Slow down for a second. How do you propose to save a bookstore that you have no literal background knowledge of? That shop is dead every time I’ve gone inside with you.” Kade held up his enormous hand to stop her from interrupting. “Just from a business standpoint alone, the owner is probably losing money. Even if those books were dumped on his doorstep, he’s still forking over taxes, payroll, utilities, upkeep—although, from the looks of it, he’s been neglecting the upkeep aspect—but there’s all the back-end stuff no one thinks of. From a financial point of view, I know it sucks, but selling is a smart play. Times are changing. Like you told me before, half the authors these days don’t print copies of their novels anymore. Everything’s digital.”
Tessa clicked her tongue. “Okay, sir. You went three times. It’s not always dead inside. It’s not always not dead inside either, but,” she said firmly, “you said I need to put myself out there more and find something I love. Well, I love that bookstore.”
Kade chuckled to himself. “Nine times out of ten, I was referring to your homebody ways and wanting you to come hang with me at the club, dance a little or something.”
When Tessa shot him a glare and he held up both hands, surrendering.
“Dancing is fun, and who knows, maybe if you tried it, you’d love it.”
Tessa pursed her lips. Not a chance in hell. “Please, Kade,” she pleaded again as she opened her eyes big and wide. If it worked for Rose, it would work for her. “Your social circles can make the difference, while I have the passion that’ll fuel this project through. You know the old saying, ‘Teamwork makes the dreams work.’ What say you?”
His head dropped, and his shoulders slumped, before he raised his gaze back to Tessa’s. “For you, sure. Use me however you need. Use my connections, use my brain, use my body,” he joked.
Before the heat rose to her cheeks for the thirtieth time, Tessa flung her arms around his thick frame and held him close. Her mind raced with ideas, but she was glad her best friend agreed because she didn’t know how to do it alone. Now, all she had to do was start jotting every random idea that popped in her head onto paper: leaving dead rats at Handsome Asshole’s residence, handing out colorful flyers advertising the store, talking with the owner to have a book sale, or book return. Better yet, a book exchange program.
“I promise you won’t regret this,” Tessa said as she pulled away from him.
“Not gonna lie, I’m enjoying this enthusiasm. It looks good on you.”
She kissed his cheek, and they agreed to discuss what their next step would entail. As soon as she locked her apartment door behind her, she kicked her shoes off, wrapped her crocheted blanket around her shoulders, grabbed a fork from her kitchen, cracked open a new notebook, and took turns shoveling mac & cheese into her mouth and jotting ideas down.
She was determined to prove to Isaac Davenport that Tessa Heart was a match made in hell.




Chapter four

Tessa ignored the moans and groans coming from her partner in crime, who was more intrigued about his social media feed than he was about the task at hand. Both sat on her tan couch, Tessa, with her legs crossed and buried under papers with a million random notes jotted on them, and Kade buried under no paper with his heels propped on her coffee table. 
“First, I think we should start a petition. It’ll show an actual list of people interested in the store. If the owner sees people are interested still, maybe he’ll have a reason to stay open instead of selling.”
Kade put his phone on the edge of the sofa. “True, but what he needs is sales. Do you know how many petitions I’ve signed and then done nothing else? The owner of the store needs to know your intentions. His mind might already be made up. You know I love every minute we spend together, and I’ll waste my weekends helping, but let’s make sure it’s not for nothing.”
Tessa grabbed her phone and searched for the store’s number. “Brody?” Tessa asked, recognizing the voice that answered. “Hey, it’s Tessa. This may sound odd, but I’m trying to drum up business, so maybe the owner wouldn’t need to sell. Could you ask if he’d be okay with that?”
After Brody agreed to find out, Tessa gave him her number and waited for his call back.
“In the meantime…” Kade opened his laptop and began typing. “A petition is a good start. I can pass it along to my mailing list.”
Tessa watched Kade draw up a profile and create a petition. Even with all the books under her belt, she knew he’d excel in writing a heartfelt plea that would draw attention and new business prospects. Within a few minutes, Brody phoned Tessa back and advised her the owner was on board but something major needed to sway his decision.
The pressure to come up with a long-term solution increased twofold. She gave her temples a good rub.
Kade watched her and said, “Aww. Being the protector of your beloved store is proving more tedious than you imagined?”
A long sigh dribbled past her lips. She hadn’t thought the mission would be easy, but she’d never pictured herself as a salesperson, trying to sell her hobby to strangers, hoping to find new shoppers for a store. Reading wasn’t necessarily a rare hobby, but it also wasn’t everyone’s cup of tea either.
Kade rests his hand on her shoulder. “We’ll do what we can, and hopefully, he stalls long enough that the developer guy gets bored and moves on. Do you know who it is?”
Tessa’s body stiffened, and she swallowed audibly. “Mm-hmm.”
Kade slapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Cool. Let’s do some research. We’ll dig some dirt on him.”
Tessa got off the couch and pulled the card from her jacket pocket before handing it to Kade. Without a word, Kade searched his name.
“Wow. It seems to be one guy. He has a decent portfolio, owns a bunch of rental properties in town and out of state. Hmm.”
“Idolize the guy or something?”
Kade blew raspberries. “I’m far too conceited to idolize anyone. I’m just saying, he’s not just a random buyer. This is what he does.” Kade scrolls through a few websites and said, “I mean, he’s an okay looking guy, but nothing compared to me. Wanna see what he looks like?”
Tessa knew exactly what he looked like. She’d dreamed about him the night before and woke up soaked from sweat. The dream wasn’t sexual by any stretch of the imagination, but there was that unspeakable force between them she couldn’t deny. And then she woke up, cursing his name. Again.
“I’m good, thanks.”
“If anyone can find dirt on the guy, it’ll be Celeste, the lady I told you about at my job. Before the label signs an artist, she investigates them to ensure there aren’t skeletons in their closet that could hurt our investment. She must’ve been a private eye in her past life.”
Tessa grunted. “I mean, I’m not opposed, but for now, let’s keep the gloves on.”
Kade shrugged. “Whatever you say, chief.”
Kade finished setting up the petition and sent it to everyone in his address book, which was far more people than Tessa had met in her lifetime. Every time she refreshed the site, the number of signatures multiplied. Tessa squealed.
“We should go out tonight and spread the word. Dinner?” Kade asked as he snapped the laptop shut.
“Free food?”
Kade’s rolled his piercing brown eyes. “Free for you, pricey for me. You’ll need to dress up. No T-shirt, no jeans. Have you ever worn that dress I got you last year for your birthday?”
She had not. Not only had she gone nowhere that required her to dress like a music video vixen, but she was terrified of eating while wearing it. The dress he referred to was not only white, but it was also skin-tight. If she ate so much as a pea, it would be visible.
“I’ll have you know I’ve worn it many times,” she lied.
Kade’s lips pursed together. “I’ve never seen you in it, so safe to say no one else has either. I’ll pick you up at nine.” Kade rose from the couch, stretching his long, muscular arms out to the sides. “Consider it an early birthday dinner.”
“Nine? Who the hell eats that late? That’s dessert time, not dinner.”
Kade gave a loud huff. “I got a table for two at their prime timeslot. Me and you.” He gathered his things and made his way toward the door.
“Great,” she deadpanned.
Kade moaned for a quick second before opening the door. “Love the enthusiasm. Be back later to pick you up.”
Tessa tilted her head back on the couch and sighed as the lock clicked behind him. Whatever restaurant Kade referred to was not one Tessa would have chosen. If all the hottest celebs dined there, Kade would undoubtedly run into familiar faces. It would turn from a nice dinner for two into a crowded table with boisterous laughing, clinking of champagne flutes, and awkward conversations she had no desire to take part in.
Tessa organized the papers spread on her lap and placed them on the coffee table before trudging into her bedroom closet to retrieve the birthday dress in question. Kade was big on appearances, and she felt pressured to match him constantly. She didn’t mind getting dolled up now and again, even perfecting the perfect smoky eye or winged eyeliner to appease him, but it was not what she envisioned for her evening. Snuggling in her book nook by the window was her preference every night. With her afternoon spent trying to save the bookstore, she had read none of the books she’d purchased yet.
She shifted her rack of black clothes and found the contrasting dress hanging in the very back of her closet. The tags still hung from the label.
“There isn’t enough fabric to warrant this price tag,” she said aloud. If she remembered correctly, she’d made the same remark when she’d unwrapped it in front of Kade.
Tessa hopped into the shower. She’d need the entire six hours before Kade returned to get ready. Kade always complimented her when she wore her hair straight. Even though it took a minimum of three hours to accomplish, she put in the added effort since he’d been so generous with his time and helping her with her bookstore mission.
Her arms got a good workout as she straightened half her hair with the blow dryer and then ran a straightener over it. The other half was still full of black curls.
“This is a something. What do you think, PITA? Should I go to dinner with half my hair straight?”
“You should do what brings you the most joy,” PITA responded in her usual pleasant robotic tone. The automated voice sounded almost believable.
“I’m getting no joy in doing this. I can tell you that much.”
Tessa started the arduous task on the other side of her head. Who needed a gym membership when straightening hair posed just as strenuous as a workout? Four people could get in a decent arm session if they lent a hand.
By the time her hair was pin-straight, flat, and void of volume, Tessa’s arms were putty, and she prayed a blister wasn’t forming where she’d nearly burned her ear off. She sat in front of her mirror and tackled the next task. Makeup.
Kade liked dramatic looks. Every girl he’d ever pointed out in a crowd wore dramatic makeup, thick lashes, and long, fake nails. As much as she loved Kade, she wasn’t about to fumble with her utensils, wearing long talons glued to her fingers. Her nails were fine how they were—short, filed, and polished with a clear topcoat only. But makeup was a different story. Even if a woman didn’t need layers of foundation, if she slapped enough of it on, it showed she put effort into her appearance. He liked that sort of thing.
While Tessa didn’t think she needed spackles of makeup, she wanted to show her appreciation in ways he understood and appreciated. Wiggling into that dress would undoubtedly prove difficult; the effort alone should impress Kade, but he’d never see it that way.
She prepped her flawless skin and kept most of the effort centered on her eyes, adding extra coats of mascara to her lashes and dusting shimmering highlight on her cheekbones and brow.
After admiring herself in the mirror, she noticed something missing. A pop of color.
She tugged her makeup drawer open again and sifted through a zip-lock bag of lipstick. She’d only bought the red shade because the model in the ad looked stunning wearing it. Tessa didn’t know where she’d wear the blood-red shade; reading in her apartment for hours didn’t call for any shade of lip color.
“PITA, what time is it?”
“The current time is eight o’clock.”
“Shit.” Tessa jumped up from the makeup stool. Her towel dropped to the floor as she rummaged through her panty drawer. She found the only pair of crotch floss she owned and shimmied it over her full thighs and hips. The real test was putting the dress on.
She gave the dress a wicked side-eye. It looked like it had the personality of a bitchy side chick. When she held the dress in front of her, most of her body was visible from all sides. How the hell were her curves supposed to fit inside the small white fabric?
Tessa stepped into the dress and wiggled the pearlescent stretchy material over her hips. She put her arms through the thin straps and brought the fabric over her chest. Not only did the material squash her chest together, but it appeared she was about four cup sizes bustier than she was. Her breasts were closer to her chin than she preferred.
A little out of breath, she checked herself in the full-length mirror and noticed something was immediately wrong. She tilted her head back and groaned as she reached for the hemline and hiked it over her hips. The only G-string, she owned, which was essentially one long, intricately twisted piece of toffee-brown, flesh-colored floss, was very visible under the skintight number. They had to be nixed.
“Real classy, Tess. Going commando at a five-star restaurant.”
She admired her reflection again, turning and checking herself out in the mirror. For someone who rarely dressed up, she fancied herself. Her straightened hair reached the small of her back as she continued to pose.
Tessa didn’t hate how she looked. She felt sexy, but not sexy enough to repeat it every weekend. Once in a blue moon was fine, but there was still one thing missing.
Doubtful the swanky restaurant would allow her to enter their establishment in dirty pink bunny slippers, she grabbed a pair of gold strappy stilettos that hadn’t seen the light of day in years. They were the only pair she owned that would complement the dress. She buckled the gold strap around her ankles and admired herself in the mirror again. She pushed her stomach out as far as it’d go. If she got her way, she’d lick the plate clean tonight.
“This is what I’ll look like after I eat,” she said aloud. “So sexy.” Tessa caressed her rounded belly as if pregnant. “I’m gonna have a little food baby.”
“Incoming call from Kade Westbrooke,” PITA announced.
She straightened and said, “Answer phone.” She paused for a moment and added, “ Your ETA?”
“In front of your building.”
“Okay, okay, okay. Be down in a minute.”
She sat in front of her vanity mirror again and applied the striking red lipstick. After a failed attempt to flatten a few unruly hairs, she grabbed a clutch she’d borrowed from her sister six years ago and locked her apartment door behind her.
Tessa stood in front of the lobby door. Suddenly, she became super self-conscious of her outfit now that other people could see her. The last time she’d shown that much naked flesh, she climbed out of the shower. Even then, the towel covered more skin than her dress. She sucked in a long breath to calm her sudden nerves and pushed the door open.
Leaning against his car, glancing at his phone with a dumb grin on his face, was Kade. Always a flashy dresser, he never left the house in raggedy clothes. He just simply owned nothing boring or basic. His burgundy suit melded against his muscles in all the right places. A crisp white collared shirt and a black tie completed his outfit, and Tessa’s mouth watered. She didn’t say a word, just stood there, pushing the creeping spandex back down her thighs. With her chest perched up high, and the stretchy white material inching upward as she walked, she’d almost rather be naked; at least, that would be intentional.
Kade lifted his gaze and caught hers. Tessa wasn’t sure if his steady stare made her dizzy or if the bondage dress was cutting off her circulation. His expression morphed into something dark, sexy, and lustful, and her insides reacted. A steady stream of warmth crept to her cheeks and chest.
“For someone who hates attention, you’re getting a lot of it tonight.” Kade’s eyebrows inched higher as one corner of his mouth rose. He looked as if he’d come straight from the barber, clean edged lines along his hairline, smooth fade along the sides with his shiny, tight black curls sitting on top. His dark russet skin looked as if he had a session at the spa, fully moisturized and delicious.
Tessa’s apprehension gnawed at her. “You’re the one who told me to wear this.” She slapped her clutch against his middle.
He didn’t even try to dodge it, gladly accepting the hit.
Kade’s long, brawny arms slung around Tessa’s smaller frame. “Damn, you smell good, too. We should just go upstairs instead,” he joked as he pulled away.
Tessa hoped he was joking, but she also hoped he wasn’t. She swatted at him with her clutch again, but he jutted out of her way at the last second.
“Come on, we gotta get rolling.”
Tessa slid inside Kade’s car and tugged at the hem again. He always barked at her when she fiddled with his music, but he didn’t make a peep when she flipped through every programmed station. “Where are we going?”
“Well,” he started, and then stopped. He reached across her chest and made sure the seat belt was buckled tight. The back of his warm hand grazed against her chest, and her breath caught at the subtle touch. “Now that you can’t escape, it’s safe to tell you. Noire.”
Tessa huffed and folded her arms in front of her until she noticed Kade’s eyes bulging out of their sockets. A hum brewed in his throat. As Tessa’s gaze followed his, she was quick to unfold her arms from her overflowing cleavage.
Noire was one of the most expensive fine-dining restaurants in the city. There was a three-month waiting list to snag a reservation, not to mention Tessa doubted they’d have anything on the menu she could understand, let alone enjoy.
“Chicken tendies. Do they have chicken tendies?” Tessa asked.
His expression changed when he looked at her again. A more serious tone set into his eyes. “Doubtful, but we’ll find something you might like. You’re stunning, by the way. Shame you don’t dress up more often.”
“Dress up to sit by my window and read?”
“You can’t say you don’t get invites to come out. I ask you all the time.”
She fidgeted with the thin gold ring she wore on her thumb, twisting it around her finger. “That’s your scene, not mine.”
“So, you’re saying you don’t have fun with me?”
Tessa thought back to all the times she’d reluctantly partied with Kade. She enjoyed hiding in the shadows while he thrived in the spotlight. The night usually involved Kade drinking his weight in vodka, partying it up with the friends he met up with and new ones he makes along the way. Then, Tessa would help him back to her apartment, where he’d take up three-quarters of her bed and snore like a wounded, drunken warthog.
Kade had also dragged Tessa to a bar on karaoke night once. She’d watched him sing his heart out while she sat in the back of the bar, laughing until her stomach cramped. A few years ago, he’d convinced her to hang out with music producers at a club. She’d hated the club. The music, the pitiful girls that threw themselves at all the guys, all of it made her stomach turn and ears hurt, but the car ride home was when the real fun began.
The humidity had been so thick that night it was hard to catch her breath. Kade had pulled the car over in front of a random house. She wasn’t sure if he knew the homeowner, but she’d found it odd that he was paying a social visit in the wee hours of the morning. One by one, he’d unbuttoned his white linen shirt and shrugged it past his shoulders. She remembered sitting there, staring in silence, trying to figure out what he was doing. He’d opened the car door and ran through the sprinklers like a child.
He beckoned her with his hand as he raced across the front yard again. It looked fun and refreshing. Stuck in the hot and stuffy club all night, she hoped being outside would cool the warmth on her skin, but the temperature hadn’t dropped. The longer she watched him frolic through the sprinklers, muscular arms and biceps glistening under the moonlight, it only made her body burn more. Reluctantly, she joined Kade on the grass. Unlike Kade, Tessa couldn’t remove any clothes, not unless she wanted to run around in her bra and underwear and risk an indecent exposure charge.
“Your lower half is soaked.” She tried keeping her sight off all the intriguing parts of his body the fabric clung to. “Plan on driving home naked?”
“Maybe.”
She shook her head, and Kade laughed as he swung a cold and wet arm around her shoulder. She would have shrugged him away, but the cool drips that fell off him felt divine. Before she knew it, he scooped her in his arms and ran through the sprinkler again. She clung onto him, hiding her face in the crook of his neck. He laughed. She giggled. After another pass, he put her feet back on the sidewalk.
“Wanna play a game?” Kade nodded to the sprinkler again. “We both stand in the middle of the lawn.” He pointed to one spot. “See where they’re spraying now? First one to bolt, loses.”
He grabbed her hand before she agreed and pulled her just as the sprinkler heads cleared the area.
“I never agreed to play this game.”
He chuckled. “Guess I’m winning then.”
They stood still in the middle of the stranger’s lawn as Tessa watched the sprinkler heads spray in varying directions, all but where they stood. When she took her eyes off the sprinklers, she met his gaze. The way his dark eyes focused on her intently, a flutter stirred in her stomach, and a nervous lump wedged in her throat. He stood so close a droplet of water ran off his nose and landed on her lip. Before she could lick it away, Kade grazed his thumb over her mouth. He tilted her chin up farther and leaned down just as the sprinklers attacked them from every angle.
Neither of them saw the porch light turn on nor heard the homeowner open the front door. But both heard him yell, “Get off my lawn!”
They ran back to the car, sopping wet, laughing.
She wondered what would have happened if their moment went undisturbed. It was probably for the best. It would have been torture to taste heaven and to never taste it again. She didn’t want to think about it now, or ever again.
Kade pulled up to the restaurant in front of the valet attendant as paparazzi hung back on the sidewalk, waiting to spot someone famous. They balked when it was just her and Kade exiting the car. Once inside, Tessa gasped.
Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, expensive ones she had only seen on TV. The soft glow from each set a romantic mood, not one she’d expected at a restaurant that catered to celebrities who popped bottles of vodka and rum rather than vintage wines and fine dining. Every fixture was accented by gold touches, from the lighting to the framed romantic paintings and gold-rimmed plates with matching gold utensils.
The maître d’ ushered them to their table in the center of the large dining hall. Kade pulled her chair out, and she slid onto the tufted leather seat. It was bouncy and comfortable. Everywhere Tessa’s eyes turned, all she saw was luxury.
“What will this dinner set you back?”
He rolled his eyes. “Not just any dinner. Your birthday dinner. Your thirtieth birthday dinner. Don’t worry, Ms. Heart. I manage money for a living and I’ve been saving a lot of pennies for this day. You’re worth it.” He offered a wink and a smirk.
Tessa opened the leather-bound menu and noticed the lack of pricing listed near each choice. There weren’t many options that met her low standards, but she found one that would be difficult to disappoint. Chicken.
The wine Kade ordered arrived, and he lifted his gold-stemmed glass as the server stepped away from the table. “A toast. To the almost-birthday girl, a girl who cleans up well and still has the taste buds of a twelve-year-old. To my best friend. May you get everything else your heart desires since you already have me.”
Tessa lifted her glass, clinked it with his, and took a sip. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind about what she desired. He was sitting in front of her, but Handsome Asshole had ruined her low chance of that happening.
“And a toast to you for helping me with my new mission in life.”
As she ate her roasted chicken entrée, they shared a few stories together, had many laughs, and then his mood changed.
He cleared his throat and took a long sip from his glass. “So, I was thinking about last night at your sister’s. Your dad asked what would happen when, you know, I matched.” He wiped his mouth with the black cloth napkin, eyeing his plate. “What was that shrug about?”
What she wanted to say but couldn’t was that she’d be devastatingly heartbroken. Bile rose in her throat whenever she thought about Kade with another woman, however casual it was. Her only option was to ignore it and act like it wasn’t a big deal. She couldn’t stop him from matching, just like she’d tried, but failed herself. “I can’t stop fate. It’s already happened.” The second the words left her mouth, she froze.
“What do you mean, it’s already happened?”
She needed to backtrack and fix her fuck up. Fast. “Fate. Destiny. It’s beyond our control. It’s already in the stars. No? It’s already determined, we just don’t know it yet.”
He nodded and took another sip of his fancy wine before leaning back in his chair. “With you knocking on thirty’s door, and me eight months away, I’ve been thinking about it more. I honestly don’t think either of us will care.”
It was a punch to the gut. All the air from her lungs was expelled. How could he say that? She’d never thought their friendship was so feeble that a simple match would negate the bond they’d built. Hell, she’d matched and still loved him, but she couldn’t share that insider information. Did she care about him more than he cared about her?
Tessa grabbed her wineglass and gulped. With each reply that popped up, her heart clenched tighter in her chest. She swallowed her emotions, damn near ready to bolt for the door. Perhaps her destined mate, Handsome Asshole, valued people differently than Kade.
“If it isn’t Mr. Westbrooke himself,” a man said as he approached the table. Dressed in a three-piece suit that looked expensive to Tessa, he slapped his hand on Kade’s shoulder.
Kade stood and gave him a man hug. Tessa remained seated, reached for Kade’s wine, and chugged it before he noticed.
“Kieran Foster. What are you doing here? I thought you were vacationing on the Isles this weekend.”
“An opportunity popped up at the last minute. I couldn’t refuse.” He pointed to the large table in the corner crowded with more men in flashy suits. “We’re wrapping up now, and then we’re heading to Compass to continue the celebration. If you and your date want to swing through, you’re more than welcome.”
“Friend,” Tessa corrected, intentionally leaving off the word, best. Embedding the more casual term in her mind now would only salvage her heart down the line.
“Well, if you’re just his friend, allow me to introduce myself.” The man extended his hand to Tessa. A large-faced watch encrusted with diamonds nearly blinded her when he reached for her hand. “Kieran Foster, single and taking applications.”
As Kieran bent down and pressed his mouth to the top of her hand, Kade’s brow furrowed. “Yeah, that’s enough of that. Pass. We’re celebrating, too. She’s turning thirty in a few days, so…”
Tessa was no dummy. She knew what Kade’s intentions were. He wanted to turn Kieran off from her. From appearances alone, Kieran didn’t seem like someone ready for that monogamous soulmate lifestyle.
“Ah, I see. More reason to celebrate your last days.”
“Am I dying or something?” Tessa mumbled under her breath.
Kade sucked his teeth. “Nah. Compass isn’t Tessa’s cup of tea.”
Kieran’s white-gold and diamond fronts glistened until his mouth turned upside down. “That’s a shame. I’d love to get to know your friend better.”
Tessa shifted in her seat, still replaying Kade’s earlier comment. She was in no mood to go to a club or continue sitting in the restaurant wearing a dress that kept daring her to show off her intimate parts. All she wanted was to sit in her apartment and weep.
Kade puckered his full lips. “She’s got enough friends.”
Kieran laughed and said his goodbyes, turning his gaze toward Tessa again. “Well, it was nice meeting you, Miss Tessa. If you change your mind, come through.” He winked before heading back to his table of rowdy men, who were already three sheets to the wind.
“Sorry about that. Kieran’s cool, but he’s not your type. At all.”
“And who’s my type?” Tessa asked.
Without missing a beat, he said, “Me. Duh.” Kade lifted his wineglass off the table and put the empty glass to his lips. He eyed it suspiciously and shrugged before settling it back down. “Ready to leave?”
“Yup,” she said, as sharp as a nail.
As Kade paid the bill, she held her phone in her lap, making her own arrangements home. With Kade beside her, they made their way to the exit, and Tessa sent a seductive wave to Kieran, accentuating her sway just enough to stop all conversation at their table. She watched for Kade’s reaction when he followed what everyone was staring at. Her. He didn’t look happy.
As they waited near the valet station, Kade walked over to a vendor selling loose roses and made a quick purchase. He neared, handing the rose to Tessa. “A beautiful flower for a stunning woman.”
On any other day, she would have gushed, and her cheeks would have warmed, but after tonight’s remark still floating in her head, she accepted the rose with a simple grin. She hugged herself, not only for warmth, but because she needed consoling.
“So, what do you wanna do now? You cold?” Gathering her in his arms, he held her snugly.
The hug swaddled her like the perfect heating blanket. It felt nice, too nice, but it wouldn’t last. Their days were numbered. He had said it himself. And once she broke the news about Handsome Asshole, their arch nemesis, it would be the final nail in the coffin.
“You look amazing tonight. I don’t think I told you enough.”
The longer he held her, the tighter her balled fists became. She shrugged him away, brought her hand to her head, and feigned a headache. “I had too much wine. I should head home.”
“Okay, we’ll go to your apartment.”
“You should go out with your friend. It’s Saturday night. No sense in you wasting it away. I’m just going to pop a pill and head to bed.”
Kade’s face scrunched. “I wanted to spend time with you. I can rub your head until you fall asleep. You take care of me when I’m drunk. I can do it, too, ya know.”
She was relieved when her taxi rolled up to the curb. “It’s fine. I’ll take this cab home. Thank you for tonight. I’ll call you tomorrow. Have fun with Kieran.” Tessa kissed his cheek and hurried to the awaiting taxi, careful not to twist her ankle in her four-inch heels.
Kade stood on the sidewalk, alone, staring at her, bewildered.
“Just go, please,” Tessa begged the driver, and he obliged.
As she sat in the back seat, she unbuckled the straps of her shoes and kicked them off. Sick of the dress, sick of how her shoes dug into her pinky toes, and sick of how Kade could easily throw their friendship away, she choked back tears. Her knee bobbed all the way home. She barely waited for the driver to put the car in park before she jumped out. Tessa hurried to her apartment, dashed inside, and bolted the locks behind her. Sleep couldn’t come quick enough. She popped a pill, flung herself onto the mattress, and screamed into her pillow, expelling all her emotions.




Chapter five

The weather mimicked Isaac’s mood. Shitty. Rain streamed down, crashing violently, forming miniature lakes on the streets. It hadn’t rained like this in months. Mother Nature was making up for lost time. The sky, muddled with dark gray clouds, only lit up when a bolt of lightning struck above. 
He peered out of his apartment’s floor-to-ceiling window with his forehead pressed against the glass. There wasn’t much happening below. People were rarely seen walking around this part of town and definitely not in this unforgiving weather. He was one of the few residents who stayed in Hillside. Until today, he’d never felt alone.
It had been literally days since matching with the mysterious girl with ebony curls, darkly tanned skin, and stunning dark eyes.
Their eyes had locked. His body spiraled. She was his soulmate, but that’s all he knew. No name. No address. Nothing but a beautiful face and heavenly voice. His betrothed.
Every passing minute, he wondered where she was or what she was doing. Why hadn’t she reached out? Was she still freaking out? If she called, they could freak out together. He could help quell her fears, and she could soothe his.
Without a way to reach out, the ball sat in her court. Eventually, she’d need to make contact, he reminded himself. The pull would force her hand, but he didn’t want to wait a year before seeing her again when she’d begin feeling the effects of the pull. He didn’t want anything forced. He wanted to build their connection naturally through communication, spending time together, and getting to know one another. Until she made the first move, he was stuck in limbo, filled with wonder, intrigue, and worry.
“Focus, Isaac,” he said aloud, rolling his shoulders and cracking his neck. “She’ll call. Just focus on your work.”
He sat at his desk; blueprints rolled over its surface. It had been months since he’d worked on his proposal, the Hillside Project. He’d started it years ago, but his breakup with Amina had messed his head up, and he’d put the project on hold.
Despite being the flattest part of the state, Hillside, named after its first mayor, was the city residents flocked to. Now, the vacancy percentage neared perfection. The city was filled with destroyed industrial buildings, vacant strips of stores lining the sidewalks, and plots of nothingness. The remaining properties were so rundown only a bulldozer could fix them. Outside his window sat untapped potential. He couldn’t believe he was the only one who saw it, while everyone else avoided Hillside altogether.
As Isaac blinked, his vision came to life before his eyes. High-rise apartment buildings, homes, a park for kids to play in, lush trees, with various supermarkets, shops, and offices to fill the spaces in between. He saw pedestrians on the sidewalk. Crowds of smiling faces heading in varying directions as cars honked in the street, eager to get to their intended destinations. He didn’t just want to bring Hillside back to its glory. He wanted it better than before. A utopia.
If only Isaac’s pockets were deep enough, he would change Hillside himself. He’d snagged a few smaller properties, but to make a substantial change, he needed capital, more than banks would lend. He needed a group of investors, or one with deep pockets and connections, someone whose passion for building a better tomorrow matched his. Reliable, big-time contractors were needed to tackle the sizeable task.
He’d wooed a few investor friends to jump aboard, but until he reeled in a massive fish, a corporate shark ready to invest hundreds of millions into the project, they weren’t fully committed to Isaac’s plan. Building apartment complexes from the ground up was costly, but it would be pointless if all that surrounded it was squalor. All buildings within a five-mile radius needed more than a face-lift. It would take something grand to draw the people back to Hillside. And something bigger to make them stay and grow roots. Supermarkets, stores, office buildings, a town with a bit of everything, so no one needed to travel far to get what they needed.
Isaac wasn’t oblivious to people’s expressions when he told them where he lived. Despite all the graffiti, crime wasn’t an issue. Squatters weren’t living inside the rundown properties, either. It was all deserted.
“Fucking Reginald McCallister,” Isaac groaned as he pushed the blueprint spread out on his desk.
Mostly everyone had moved away over a decade ago because of one dirt bag. A massive fire destroyed three large factories, all owned by the same man—Reginald fucking McCallister. Everything he touched turned to shit. After the fire, he’d promised he’d rebuild and hire local businesses to tackle the enormous task. Instead, he took the insurance money and high-tailed it out of Dodge.
After that, conspiracy theories flew wild. Many thought he’d set the fires himself, but no one found ironclad proof. Thousands of residents lost their jobs, and without the factories being rebuilt, many of the employees moved forty miles away because commuting daily to their new positions proved cumbersome. It was a domino effect. Without residents, stores followed and eventually shut down. The area was now empty except for a few stubborn straggler residents who refused to relocate, including Isaac.
As owner of the building he lived in, in the center of town, Isaac kept the exterior shabby as a deterrent. But now, he was tired of staying idle, tired of seeing a beautiful city not living up to its potential. There was money to be made, but first, he needed to spend some.
His computer dinged. The documents he’d been waiting for had arrived. He read through all the fine print to ensure all the Ts were crossed, Is dotted. Without draining his accounts, he’d snatched another two smaller properties he’d inspected weeks ago. The bones were solid, but their exteriors needed the most work. A few repairs here, some updates there. Nothing he couldn’t handle.
He stood in front of his worktable. Blueprints of the buildings he would soon own lay on the surface, along with an aerial map of the surrounding land. He’d labeled the map where he thought certain shops and stores would thrive best, but it centered on bringing the residents back. Ultramodern homes and apartment complexes were crucial to his plan.
Isaac sat back at his desk and opened the proposal packet. So much had changed since he first created it. He’d changed. He was no longer the pushover he once was and his portfolio had grown exponentially over the last year. After Amina broke his heart, he’d dived into his work. He’d plucked buildings and homes off the market, renovated them, and either sold for double what he paid or rented them out. He hadn’t needed to work every day to make money, but it distracted him from obsessing over his ex’s betrayal. Once he was over Amina, work and building his portfolio just became routine.
And now he had a new obsession occupying his mind. “What if she lost my card?” Isaac asked aloud. “Fuck. What if? How the hell am I supposed to find her again?” He combed his hands through his brown hair.
Unable to focus on his project, he left his worktable a mess and ran on his treadmill instead. Exercise helped him relieve stress. His forehead glistened with beads of sweat as he cranked the speed faster.
The quicker his legs moved, the faster images of his mystery girl flooded his head. Her hair, the mane of dark coils framing her deeply tanned skin, enticed him in ways his body had never felt before. He wondered how her coils would feel tangled between his fingers. And those lips, supple and shapely. He couldn’t imagine what would awaken inside him once he pressed his mouth to hers. She was nothing like anyone he’d ever dated before.
All his exes were cookie-cutter images of one another. Average height, slender, blond hair, light eyes, fair skin. This girl was different. She was exotic and petite but with thicker hips and thighs, enough meat to sink his fingers into. Her attributes would make any man drool, but Isaac concerned himself with only one: her eyes. She possessed the most stunning set of almond-shaped brown eyes he’d ever seen, powerful enough to force him to his knees. And they had; they’d crippled him even after his world stopped spinning from their initial connection.
The miles ticked away on the treadmill, but it didn’t ease his aching heart. It was too soon for longing symptoms, but he was eager to see her again. And again. And again.
An unconscious smile splayed across his mouth. She was his. Forever. They were destined for each other. Her personality must match her beautiful exterior, especially if they were meant to be. He didn’t doubt they’d get along well.
The treadmill slowed as his breath ran ragged. Sweat streamed along his neck and into the collar of his faded black tee. It was no use. Exercise didn’t distract him at all.
Isaac turned the knob of his shower and the jets kicked to life as he hopped inside to the pre-set temperature he preferred. The pulsing water tenderized his body, but it couldn’t massage away all thoughts that wandered into his head.
She’ll call. Give her time.
He lathered his body wash on his chest; snapshots of her popped into his mind, even as he had forced them away. She was a sight to be seen. He regularly came across women who looked phenomenal in makeup, but she glowed without it. A true beauty. Breathtaking. He wanted to shower her with tiny kisses over every delicate facial feature once she let him. First, he’d kiss the tip of her sculpted nose, each high cheekbone, the soft curve of her chin, and finally, a satisfying kiss on her soft, luscious lips. He’d have nowhere to stop. He wanted to kiss her everywhere. Even if he’d never matched, a face like hers wasn’t easily forgotten. She’d forever be ingrained in his soul.
Isaac’s groan echoed in the walk-in shower as he looked down, noticing how excited his mystery woman made him. He rinsed himself off and threw on a pair of jeans and another tee before stalking in front of his bookshelf, hoping for an outlet to busy his mind.
Most of his books were outdated business textbooks that were of no use now. And all his other books didn’t hold the power to captivate his attention for long. Frustrated, he grabbed his keys and drove to the last place he thought he’d go.
The bookstore.
He pushed the door open, and the bell chimed above his head. The clerk he’d seen every visit sat behind the counter with a thick novel spread open in his hands. He lifted his gaze and welcomed Isaac with a grin.
“Hello again,” he said, standing at his post. “Does Mr. Valentine know you’re coming? He left thirty minutes ago.”
Isaac waved him away. “Not here on business. I need a distraction,” he responded.
“Let me know if you want recommendations.”
Isaac nodded as he wandered into the store. Reading wasn’t his biggest hobby, but he dabbled when the mood struck him, which wasn’t often. Considering the store was nearly empty, Isaac assumed others felt the same. He tried keeping his visit casual, but being a businessman by nature, he couldn’t stop picturing his vision for the property.
Isaac closed his eyes as he neared the rear of the extensive building and pictured an empty layout. He had memorized every square of the blueprint sitting in his apartment, but standing inside helped him visualize his plans more clearly.
His eyes opened and there it was, in plain sight. The layout of all the furniture, desks, and chairs. He even imagined the workers he’d hire to assist those who sought help.
The soulmate connection was supposed to rid the world’s deceit, but neither was perfect. Isaac knew firsthand how flawed one’s connection could be and how deceitful people were. He set out to make it better and provide support for all in need. Men, women, kids. This building was perfect for his plan. It was centered near every means of public transportation, making it accessible for all. Too bad a place like the one he envisioned now hadn’t existed before. If it had, he and his mom might’ve been able to escape their hell and save him years of therapy co-pays.
When Isaac blinked again, the rows of bookshelves, some brimming with options, other barren, reappeared. He walked around and thumbed through the crime novels. None of the tattered covers interested him, but he read the blurbs and held on to a few that showed promise. As he made his way toward the counter, a bright yellow paper taped to the glass caught his attention. “What’s this?”
“Oh. A customer created a petition to keep the store open. Last I checked, she had around fifteen thousand signatures.”
“What?”
The clerk chuckled a bit, but Isaac didn’t find it funny. He pulled out his phone and searched for the online petition. “Try twenty-five thousand signatures,” Isaac corrected and flashed the clerk his phone.
The clerk nodded. “If only we had twenty-five thousand customers.” He scanned Isaac’s books and gave him the total. “I’d hate seeing this place close, but it makes sense to sell. Tough decision.” 
Isaac could increase his offer if it would help resolve the owner’s indecisiveness, but Isaac hadn’t planned to overpay. The building needed extensive repairs, both with the crumbling exterior and whatever lurked behind the walls.
“Thanks, man.” Isaac grabbed his reads and exited the store. His mood was more agitated than before. 
He walked toward his car and spotted laminated flyers fixed on every pole lining the sidewalk. They were everywhere. How hadn’t he noticed them earlier? 
“What the hell?” 
Now, two mystery ladies ran through his thoughts. One he craved, and one he needed to have strong words with. 




Chapter six

Tessa sat in the large conference room, fidgeting with the ring on her thumb, waiting for everyone’s arrival. Days before, she shared her conundrum about the bookstore with Holly after returning from her three-day weekend. Tessa had never imagined she’d be taken seriously. 
Out of her decade-long employment at Stanford Enterprises, Tessa hadn’t ventured above the ground floor. The cafeteria and restrooms were a short corridor away from her desk in the lobby, and were the only two places she visited. But after her brief chat with Holly regarding the bookstore, an hour later, Mr. Stanford called her into his office to discuss plans further.
Tessa took a deep breath to settle her racing heart. She felt like she was back in school, being sent to the principal’s office after Kade dragged her into one of his messes. But she’d never seen Mr. Stanford raise his voice at anyone. At least she had those odds in her favor. Tessa switched the calls to the automated service and stood in front of the elevator, waiting for it to arrive.
She only met the big dog a handful of times. Most employees hadn’t, not in person, at least. Carson Stanford was like an enigma. Rarely seen in the office, but often heard. He had his fun making random announcements over the speakers, but most days, he arrived earlier than everyone and left well after the office closed. Holly referred to him as the trapped princess in the tallest tower of the castle, but by choice, not force. He was a workaholic in its truest form. With a private entrance and elevator, weeks could pass without a Stanford sighting. It was odd because Mr. Stanford never shied away from a camera and showed up at all the important charity events, celebrating his tireless charitable work.
As the elevator ascended, her stomach twisted. She wasn’t sure if the elevator rose so fast that her stomach flew to her throat or if her nerves were shot. Mentally, she hadn’t prepared for any discussion that early in the morning, and she certainly hadn’t expected to pitch her unorganized ideas to a businessman like her boss.
The elevator doors opened, and she stepped foot onto the fortieth floor; her jaw dropped. The entire floor belonged to Mr. Stanford. Tessa couldn’t imagine what he’d need an entire floor to himself for, but she assumed when one reached the level of success Mr. Stanford had, no explanation was needed.
The walls were pristine white with only a large painting with black paint splattered on the canvas. It resembled a painting Tessa had made one day in her apartment. After staring at the blank canvas for a good thirty minutes, trying to summon her artistic prowess, nothing came, so she began flicking black acrylic onto the white canvas and let the bigger globs of black drip down. The only difference between the two paintings was the size of the canvas and the huge price tag Mr. Carson undoubtedly paid for his.
As Tessa stepped farther into the open space, she wasn’t welcomed by a secretary or any personnel, just an empty desk sitting in front of the abstract art. Holly’s travel mug sat on the desk, but Holly was nowhere to be seen. There were two doors, one unmarked white door on the left, and a set of double doors with gold lettering embossed on the black wood that read CARSON STANFORD.
Tessa stood in front of the most obvious door while eyeing the unmarked one. Her curiosity got the better of her, and she tiptoed toward it. No one answered when she knocked softly. She cracked the door open and peeked her head inside. She didn’t know what to expect, but the thousands of filing cabinets that filled the room were not one of them. They filled the space from floor to ceiling. Between a row of shelves and cabinets, she saw the windows in the distance. If she hadn’t already felt as if she was trespassing, she might’ve ventured farther to see the view. She closed the door and made her way toward Mr. Stanford’s office with a lump in her throat and knocked twice.
“Enter.”
The doors swung in on their own, and Tessa’s mouth parted as she stepped inside. A faint gasp escaped through her lips. There was only a lone desk sitting in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows that lined the length of the massive executive suite.
The doors closed behind her, and Tessa jumped out of the way before they hit her backside. Behind her was a wall of countless awards, both in framed and in decorative statues made of glass, marble, and gold, all bearing one name: Carson Stanford.
Sitting at the desk, already hard at work, was Mr. Stanford, who raised his gaze toward Tessa and beckoned her forward. “Ms. Tessa Heart. Nice to see you again. Please, come on in.” He rose from his chair and ushered her to sit by his desk. “First time here, I presume?”
“Yes, sir.” With her mouth still agape, she walked. And walked. She wished she’d counted how many steps it took to get to the chair sitting in front of his ten-foot long desk.
Mr. Stanford stood waiting with his dark-rimmed glasses perched on the tip of his nose. The smile lines along his cheeks dug deep from decades of cheesy grins he wore in every picture she saw of him. His smile was always a mile long, emphasizing the crow’s feet at the corners of each eye. He had never looked anything but happy and content.
She neared his desk, and her mind raced with a million and one different things, but the view from the fortieth floor made her forget every single one of them. It was incredible. She couldn’t control her feet as they led her straight to the window, as if the view had its own magnetic pull. When she peered down, her mind went blank, and her nerves calmed. Everything was miniscule from this altitude. A cloud passed, and she swore it was close enough to touch.
Mr. Stanford eyed Tessa and then the view. “Glorious, isn’t it?”
“You can say that again.”
Mr. Stanford stood beside her and glanced off into the distance with his hands in his pockets. Tessa hadn’t realized how tall her boss was compared to her. Almost every time she saw him, she was seated at her desk while he hurried through the lobby. Like Kade, Mr. Stanford was almost a foot taller than she.
They sighed simultaneously before sharing a quick chuckle. Mr. Stanford ushered her to the awaiting chair. “I know what you’re thinking. Big office for one man?”
Tessa eyed the spacious area and hitched her shoulders. “Well…”
Mr. Stanford chuckled. “No. You’re right.” Instead of reclaiming his prestigious throne behind his desk, he adjusted the seat near Tessa’s and sat. “As beautiful as this view is, I’ve been suggesting, for years, mind you, to move my office. It’s lonely up here; the room full of files doesn’t share any funny jokes.” He chuckled to himself. “I love being where the action happens.”
Mr. Carson’s facial expressions were as exuberant as his animated hand gestures. No wonder he and Holly got along so well.
“I want to encourage my employees every step of the way. But—“ He shrugged and tossed his glasses onto his long desk. “Holly thinks I might intimidate rather than excite. Plus, I wouldn’t want to displace another employee from their office. From what I’m told, everyone is content with where they are.”
Tessa wondered how many books his office could hold. There was enough space to teach herself gymnastics, and maybe football. There weren’t many people she idolized, but after spending seventy-six seconds on the boss man’s floor, she added him to the brief list. Plus, it was the quietest floor in the entire building, the best perk of all.
“Can I move my desk up here?” Tessa joked and heard a bit of an echo. She looked around warily. “Did my voice just echo?” she asked in a quieter tone.
Mr. Stanford burst into a chuckle and caused an echo. “Yes. Yes, there is. When I clap with excitement, it’s like my very own round of applause.”
Tessa eased into her chair. She’d never imagined her boss to be this easy-going. “You need more furniture or a fun art station in the corner so you can release some stress.” Tessa pointed to the perfect spot where she would place her easel. Oh, the pictures she could try painting.
Mr. Stanford slapped his knee with another chuckle. “That’s not a bad idea. I’ll write that one down. But it makes sense to move you. You’re like my secretary. Many years ago, I had an assistant of sorts. Do you remember Winter? She was great. After she moved, Holly took the reins. But I fear she’s working herself ragged. Everyone knows she has enough energy to power the lights in this place for a year, but she puts a lot on her plate. If you move up here, not only would I get some company, but you could ease some of Holly’s tasks.”
She hadn’t intended he’d take her suggestion seriously, and once she realized he’d most likely talk her ear off the entire day, perhaps she’d be better off staying downstairs. But he was right about Holly. Holly ran around the office with a purpose. Her wife would appreciate it if Holly lightened her load.
“Enough with the pleasantries. I’m sure you know why I called you here. Holly tells me there is a particular store you fancy that might shut down. The old brick building, Good On Paper?”
Tessa told him all her woes, how it had been her favorite store since her teens, how there was nothing like it anywhere else in the town and it would be a shame to see a one-of-a-kind shop be bought out only to be turned into some cookie-cutter store that could be found elsewhere.
Mr. Stanford listened to Tessa’s pleas and told her he’d investigate it further.
Two days later, Holly advised Tessa that Mr. Stanford had scheduled a business meeting with the owner of Moorings, LLC, Isaac Davenport, himself. Tessa grinned from ear to ear. Handsome Asshole could never win a bidding war against Stanford Enterprises. Her boss’s pockets were practically bottomless.
And then Holly advised Tessa that she’d be sitting in on their meeting, too. Her throat constricted. Her stomach twisted, and her mouth ran dry.
And here she was, sitting in one of the nine conference rooms, fidgeting with her ring, and chomping at her nails. She wished she’d worn something more proper for a business meeting, not just a boring black blouse and plain black pants, but she didn’t keep a power suit in her bottom drawer for situations like these. Hell, she’d never faced a situation like this before. Period.
Buttery croissants, cheese Danishes, muffins, scones, and crumb cake sat in the center of the long conference table. She debated helping herself, but her stomach was too knotted to risk it. Instead, she grabbed a bottle of water and chugged half as she rocked in the tall, leather executive chair.
Tessa began spinning in circles, waiting for someone else to show up as she checked the clock before biting off another nail. By the time the meeting started, her nails would be reduced to nubs. She twirled her curls around her finger, another nervous habit she’d picked up in recent months.
Tessa was moments away from sitting face-to-face with the handsome asshole she had avoided calling for days, and if their meeting hadn’t been scheduled, she wasn’t sure when she’d find the nerve to dial his number.
Holly burst through the doors with force, stopping Tessa’s third rotation in her chair. She wasn’t angry or rushing; it was a side-effect of too much energy. She was a spitfire.
Like her entrance, her attire was a statement all her own. Every day, she wore a bright color, whether it was her heels, a statement necklace, big, bold earrings, or the clothes themselves. Tessa needed sunglasses to hold a conversation with her today. The bold orange of her blazer was blinding. Her bright red lipstick didn’t disappoint either; it was her signature accent. She opted for either a bold red, bright pink, or every shade in between. Against her darkened skin-tone, there wasn’t a single color in existence that wouldn’t complement Holly. Tessa added it to her ongoing lists of reasons she loved and hated Holly.
Her dark-brown hair glistened like polished wood. It was cut in a perfect bob, framing her jawline with not one hair out of place. Tessa wished her hair knew its place. It was her daily struggle, each tendril had a mind of its own.
“Good morning, Tessa!” Holly beamed as if Tessa’s name had to be said with that humongous grin. “Ready for today?” she asked. Her voice was husky and sultry, but her smile dazzled, and her teeth shined.
Tessa imagined her dentist needed a cold shower after Holly’s bi-annual visits.
No, Tessa said to herself, but nodded.
The elevator dinged, and Tessa jumped to her feet, expecting her current nemesis to storm through the door. Her stomach twisted into knots. His cadence glittered with recognition despite sharing few words. Tessa assumed it was because of their connection that he’d always stand out in a crowd.
Talking and sharing a laugh were Handsome Asshole, Isaac Davenport, and Mr. Stanford.
No, no, no. They can’t be friends. Mr. Stanford needs to hate him as much as I do.
“Ah, everyone’s here,” Mr. Stanford said as he took his seat at the head of the conference table.
Handsome Asshole strolled behind him, staring at his phone, and placed his folder in front of the seat across from Holly’s. He dressed as professionally as the day they’d locked eyes, except today he was wearing an all-black suit. His clothes looked tailored for his athletic body, and she had to stop herself from drooling. Tessa wasn’t sure if she wanted to make his tie tighter around his neck or grab it and pull him closer.
She shook her head, trying to clear the latter image that played. It’s just the soulmate connection talking. You don’t even know the guy. With his proximity so close, her heart raced.
Whatever was on his phone held his attention. “I’m sorry,” he said, as he swiped his fingers along the screen. “Just have to send this—“
A lump formed in Tessa’s throat, and she needed to clear it. She was curious to see the change in his face. With the simple sound, his gaze drifted upward, straight into her eyes. His jaw dropped.
Holly said, “Mr. Davenport, thank you for coming today.”
“It’s you,” he breathed as if saying the words in his head, but loud enough for all to hear. He stood, shell-shocked, until he fell into his chair.
Holly leaned toward Tessa. “Do you two know each other?”
“They’re about to,” Mr. Stanford chuckled. “Mr. Davenport, this is Tessa Heart, the woman I spoke to you about. She made this meeting possible. Safe to say, she’s not your biggest fan.”
“Wait a second.” Isaac shook his head. “You’re the one who started the petition and hung all those flyers?”
Mr. Stanford leaned back in his chair. “Yes, she is. The passion she has for this store is admirable. I had time to review your plan for the property and I also listened to Ms. Heart’s plea. You both have brilliant points. Ms. Heart, would you like to share your findings about the property itself?”
She didn’t know if she could. Her heart was wedged in her throat and no number of swallows dislodged it. As the seconds ticked by and everyone stared, she cleared her throat again, and listed all the historical information she’d found about the building. She didn’t want to show her hand right away, but if it would end their conversation faster, it was worth a shot.
Isaac’s head tilted toward the table as his face split into a wide smirk. He shook his head as she rattled off her spiel. His dismissiveness angered her more. Who the hell was he to disregard everything she said before she finished saying it?
“That’s an excellent point, Ms. Tessa Heart.” Isaac enunciated every letter of her name. With his passive aggressive tone, her hands balled into fists.
“But you’re wrong. That bylaw doesn’t apply to this building. It would have applied if it was constructed three months earlier.”
He turned to Mr. Stanford and said, “With all due respect, this is ridiculous. Because of her petition…” He pulled his phone out of his jacket pocket and swiped the screen. “Which now has thirty-seven thousand signatures, the owner has a false sense of financial security.”
He turned his gaze toward Tessa. “I’ll give you credit, Ms. Heart. Your signature numbers are impressive. I don’t know how you managed it, but congratulations on giving a man who has bled his bank accounts dry the false hope that thirty-five thousand people are visiting his store in the upcoming days or months. Since your petition went live, I have been there three times and counted seven customers. Three left empty-handed.”
“Carson,” Holly interjected, “Retro and vintage stores are making a comeback. Remember when that relic store put big, red, closeout signs in their windows on Grand Street? People threw gaskets, started buying everything off the shelves. They’re still in business, and they’re thriving.”
“That’s my point,” Tessa chimed. “I didn’t know the petition would pick up steam. And I didn’t intend to give anyone false hope,” Tessa barbed back, eyeing one man only. “My hopes to the owner were clear. To drum up enough business that he didn’t have to sell. Even if the increase in sales was temporary, I was happy to help him because his store has helped me through rough times. It would be a shame to lose it. There’s no store like it anywhere nearby, and I know I’m not the only person who appreciates physical books these days.”
Tessa only had one person in mind that revered books the way she did. Brody. She wouldn’t dare share that tidbit of information with anyone sitting in the conference room.
Mr. Stanford leaned forward, resting his laced hands on the conference room table. “Mr. Davenport, do you see the passion in Ms. Heart’s eyes when she refers to that store?”
All eyes turned toward Tessa. The only ones she found comforting were Holly’s, because hers were accompanied with a pleasant grin. She offered Tessa a quick wink before her watch beeped. “Carson, your conference with the contractor about the community center begins in ten minutes.”
“Ah, yes. Good luck with the renovations,” Mr. Davenport said to Tessa’s boss. “I heard he let the building fall apart. Pocketing the money he charged everyone, even the donations?” Mr. Davenport shook his head and blew out an extended breath. “People like him deserve a special place in hell.”
People like you.
Tessa refused to admit he was right, though. She disliked the earlier owner of the community center. He’d promised to make it better only to do the exact opposite.
Before the roof collapsed from a leak left unrepaired, they had a small library on the fourth floor. Kids frequented there when they needed help with their schoolwork or just to have a quiet place to read. Tessa had visited for their selection of donated books, but after overhearing a small group of elderly ladies complain about manicure prices, she volunteered her time there, too.
Every month, she’d meet with the ladies for a special spa day. They offered fun advice, like telling Tessa not to waste her money on bar drinks because they were always watered down. Pre-gaming not only saved money, but it saved on coat checks because the buzz kept you warm. Tessa hadn’t needed their club or bar advice, but the “life’s too short, fight for things you love,” advice stuck with her. It fit Tessa’s current battle.
Mr. Stanford’s head tilted toward the table. “Yeah. But no worries. I’ve got an excellent team working with me. It’ll be better than ever.”
“Carson is thinking about adding an Olympic-sized pool in the basement,” Holly added.
Mr. Stanford sighed and eyed his right-hand lady. “Holly, it was supposed to be a surprise.” He turned to Mr. Davenport and Tessa next. “That information stays in this room. Regarding why we’re here. My team is busy putting together a file to see if it’s something I’d be interested in.” He turned to Tessa’s handsome asshole. “But I’m aware of your plans for the building, too.”
“Does she know?” Mr. Davenport asked as if Tessa wasn’t sitting in the room a mere five feet away.
She couldn’t ignore his tone when he referred to her with annoyance and condescension.
Mr. Stanford and Holly rose from their chairs at the same time. Holly checked her watch while Mr. Stanford gathered his folder.
“Not to my knowledge,” he said. “You two are free to sit here and discuss further.”
Tessa didn’t want to be left alone longer than necessary with Handsome Asshole. “I’ve got to get back to my desk,” Tessa said, as she picked up her notepad of jumbled thoughts and doodles. “Demi hates being left on phones for too long.”
“Yeah, and I have another meeting I need to run to,” Tessa’s handsome asshole replied. “But she has my number,” he said in a knowing tone.
Tessa’s head fell. She’d carried around his business card day after day since he gave it to her in the park.
“How does she have your—“ Holly’s watch beeped again, taking her focus off the conversation at hand. “That’s great then.”
Tessa grabbed a croissant for the road. Her sour mood turned her into a stress eater. Plus, there was no sense letting them go to waste.
Everyone corralled near the elevators and when the elevator doors opened, they piled inside until Holly’s phone chimed again. She jutted her palm out, preventing the doors from closing.
She exited the elevator. “Carson, I need a word with you.”
Mr. Stanford followed behind. “We’ll be in touch, Mr. Davenport, once our team finishes their research.”
He nodded as the elevator doors closed, leaving Tessa standing in one corner, and Isaac in the other. Tension mounted and neither lifted their gaze to the other.
“Out of everyone in this world, leave it to my soulmate to throw a major wrench into my plans. It would be funny if it weren’t so annoying.”
Tessa smirked behind her buttery pastry. “So, you think I’m annoying?”
He groaned. “The situation is annoying. I know nothing about you to form a personal opinion. Had you called me, though, maybe I could have formed one.”
He turned toward her, and she immediately pressed her back against the elevator wall.
“Let me ask you something. You didn’t seem shocked to see me today. Did you know who I was beforehand?”
Tessa nodded with a shit-eating smirk. “Same day, actually. When I got home and looked at your card.”
He raked his hand through his light chestnut hair. “Jesus. And you didn’t think to call me? I mean, we’re linked to each other now. You don’t think there’d be some sort of mutual understanding between us?”
She hadn’t. All she’d focused on was what she wanted and nothing more.
With her head down, he stepped closer, and Tessa’s body went ridged.
“Can you at least look at me?” There was a softness in his tone, one he hadn’t shown during their meeting. “Let me take you to dinner. Sit down with me. I’ll hear your concerns, and I’ll share my plans with you. You can’t avoid me forever.”
Tessa forced herself to face him. As her gaze traveled up, her chin tilted high. The stern stare in his milk chocolatey eyes from before was gone. His slight smile brought an immediate softening to all his features.
“I’m still mad at you.” Tessa folded her arms and took a chomp out of her croissant.
He threw both hands up and stood back in his corner. “Hey, we can be mad at each other, but I promise you, I won’t stay mad long. I pray, neither will you.”
Tessa pursed her lips and groaned. She wouldn’t make the same promise. Unless he compromised, she’d hold it over his head every chance she got.
“C’mon, Ms. Heart. We literally can’t avoid each other forever.”
She rolled her eyes and huffed. “Fine. Friday. But you’re paying for my car service.”
“You don’t own a car?”
“No,” she barbed. “Is that a problem for you?” she asked with a bit of sass as she rested her hand on her hip, ready for another fight.
“Absolutely not. But I’ll need your address, so they can pick you up.”
She scoffed again as the elevator doors opened. Tessa exited first and stormed over to her desk to relieve Demi.
Tessa put her earpiece back in her ear and sat at her desk. “I’ll be in touch.”
“At least if you leave me hanging, I know who you are and where you work.” His lips curved upward, but hers remained in a straight line. “I’ll be waiting for your call, Tessa.”
The way her name sounded on his tongue, in his voice, a chill ran along her spine and giant goosebumps formed on her skin.
“Have a nice day ruining people’s lives, Mr. Davenport.”
He chuckled, and Tessa’s insides warmed again. A grin splayed along his lips. There wasn’t any trace of his former animosity in his voice or expression. “Isaac will suffice.”
“We’ll see.” Tessa took an incoming call as Isaac backed away from her desk.
He kept his steady gaze on her. Unable to contain her expression, her cheeks grew warm, and her face creased into a sudden grin.
“Go,” she demanded. “You’re going to be late for your other meeting.”
Isaac checked his watch and nodded politely. “It was nice seeing you again, even under the circumstances. Talk soon, I hope.”
Tessa answered another call and transferred it to its intended destination. Her match ran through her head throughout the day—his eyes, his smile, and the way he said her name before he rushed through the lobby doors. She hated how her body tingled with each thought, as if her brain had lost control over her body. She wanted to stay mad at him. It was the only way she could force her agenda. She needed a plan for Friday, so she called the one person she knew that could help devise one.
Kade.




Chapter seven

When her text came through with an address, a permanent grin overtook Isaac’s features. Just as she’d asked, he ordered a car service to take her to the restaurant. 
He wanted to wow her, make her forget about their bookstore tit-for-tat, and get to know more about his soulmate. From her feisty personality, he surmised she wouldn’t make it easy, but he enjoyed the fire in her eyes as she spoke. She had passion and drive. Anything worth having was worth fighting for, and love from a woman like Tessa Heart shouldn’t come easily. 
Sure, their connection was pre-determined, but he couldn’t rely on that bond. The soulmate connection glue wasn’t strong enough to make it work from his experience. He wanted mutual love and respect forged through time and effort. He had planned on courting her the old-fashioned way. Dinner dates, surprise flower deliveries, thoughtful texts throughout the day, keeping her on her toes for what he would do next to bring an enchanting grin to her pretty lips. He was ready to do it all.
He turned the shower off, wrapped a thick, white towel around his waist, and stood in his closet, pondering which suit to wear. Rivulets of water dripped from his lean body and disappeared into the cotton as he pulled a pair of light gray slacks off the rack, pairing them with one of his endless supplies of white-collared shirts and black ties before returning to the bathroom to finish his routine. He used just enough hairspray to keep his hair where it belonged. As he rubbed the lotion over his body, he forced himself to think of ways he could compromise with his future mate, instead of fantasizing about what she’d wear or how she’d look wearing one of his white shirts and nothing else.
Isaac stressed over every detail of the night he’d planned. He had forgotten to eat, and his stomach reminded him in five-minute intervals, but he didn’t have time to grab a quick snack before dinner. He still had to pick up the bouquet he’d ordered after their bookstore meeting days ago. 
Isaac finished getting ready, sprayed on a few pumps of cologne, and straightened up around the apartment, pushing in the stools by his kitchen counter. Tessa didn’t seem like she was the type to come back to his apartment after their first date, but his OCD would flare if he didn’t keep his apartment tidy. Everything had a place, and he wasn’t content until it was. He checked the time and cursed when he realized he was running late. “Lights off,” Isaac commanded, and his apartment went dark. 
He walked into the flower shop and took a deep breath. The sweetness of greenery, soil, and petals filled his lungs. The earthy scents magnified under the setting sun and lingered inside the store. Surrounded by bright colors, cheerful displays, and rich greenery, he couldn’t refuse the smile that naturally played on his mouth. 
He walked through the quaint shop and eyed all the various arrangements already put together. Each assortment spoke differently to him. Some offered apologies, others were full of love and happiness. The one he’d designed had a greeting all its own. 
Tessa differed from his previous girlfriends. The two times he’d seen her, she was shrouded in black clothing. It made her mysterious, and her expressions, those gave little away. He wanted to impress her and earn every irresistible grin she’d share, so he had needed to be creative. 
Isaac gave his name to the apron-clad florist behind the counter. 
“Yes. It’s right here,” she said as she made her way toward the refrigerator lining the wall. 
Not only was the arrangement beautiful, but it was dark and sultry, reminding him of his black-haired beauty. The bulk of the flowers were rich, blood-red dahlias and peonies, offset by white calla lilies with deep reds sitting in each center. Beautiful sprigs of eucalyptus and lush greens added contrasting earthy touches. It combined the mystery and intrigue surrounding Miss Tessa Heart. 
The florist pulled the stunning arrangement from the hydration bucket and a trail of water droplets fell onto the counter as the rustle of the cellophane crinkled in her grasp. No matter which way the bouquet was held, it was perfect from every angle. Just like his Tessa. 
As he drove to the restaurant far outside of town, his mind raced over all the questions he wanted to ask her. He hoped to remember even half of them. He parked the car in the darkened, empty lot, got out, and leaned against his car with her bouquet sitting on the hood before checking his watch. 
“She’s probably just running late,” Isaac said aloud.
Just as the words slid past his lips, a bright set of headlights neared the restaurant’s entrance. Isaac straightened his spine, adjusted his tie, and stood tall. 
The backseat door opened, and as she exited the car, his knees weakened. Standing before him was an actual goddess. Radiant. Glowing. Perhaps it was the heavenly white blouse against her darkly tanned skin, or maybe she was the most stunning woman Isaac had laid eyes on.
Her luscious curls got swept in a breeze, and it was as if she moved in slow motion. The white, off-the-shoulder top with long bells as sleeves showed off her slender shoulders as she pried strands of hair from her glossed lips. Her white blouse cinched at her slender waist, showing just a hint of her bare stomach. It sent Isaac’s blood south. And her dark denim jeans hugged all her full curves, accentuating her thick hips and thighs until they tapered around her slender ankles. His gaze lowered. Her toes were painted in none other than black, in stark contrast to the white heeled wedges that tied around her ankles. Jesus Christ, she was sexy. 
Words couldn’t describe all the sensations flowing through Isaac’s veins, and she had only been in his presence for fifteen seconds.
She approached, eyeing him closely. “Why do I feel like I’m under-dressed?”
Isaac shook his head. “You could have worn pajamas and it wouldn’t have mattered.”
Tessa sucked her teeth. “You could have mentioned that earlier. I lost crucial napping time planning this outfit.”
Who are you kidding, Tessa? You likely wake up perfect. “Well, I promise I’ll let you know if pajamas are suitable attire in the future. You look amazing.” He could gaze at her all night, but before he creeped her out with his stares, he handed her the flower arrangement. “These are for you.”
Tessa grabbed the bouquet and spun the arrangement in her hand. He heard a subtle gasp from her delicate lips. “This is gorgeous. Thank you.” 
She hid behind the assortment, and Isaac noticed why. Even in the dimly lit lot, he watched her cheeks shift into a rosy tint.
They’re nothing compared to you.
The car pulled off, and they stood in silence for a few seconds, taking turns staring at one another before shying away. 
Tessa looked all around her. “Pretty dark. You sure you didn’t lure me here to murder me? I texted my family this address.”
Isaac could help but belly laugh. “Absolutely not. If I’m a psychopath murderer, what does that make you? After all, we’re soulmates.”
Without missing a beat, she said, “Maybe I’m the murderer. What does that make you?” She shrugged her shoulders. “Soulmates,” she repeated. “Sounds so friggin’ weird. I’m still coping with losing my favorite place on earth, so I haven’t had time to process this,” she added, pointing to the two of them.
He understood completely. It didn’t feel real yet. Perhaps it was because they’d spent no time together. But with her standing in front of him, it became real.
“Come on, let’s get to our table,” he said, and she followed his lead.
The restaurant sat on a cliff overlooking a river with a small waterfall. It was a quaint spot, off the beaten path. There weren’t any buildings nearby, just tall trees and mother nature. Only the elite knew of this place. Professionals who didn’t want the hassle of crowded restaurants everyone frequented, and preferred privacy and an intimate dining experience with delectable food prepared by a master chef. And this spot offered it all. Reservations were necessary, and the book was filled five months in advance. They only offered dinner service, and they never had a set menu planned. The chef created a cohesive one-of-a-kind cuisines each night.
Making tonight happen hadn’t come easy or cheap for Isaac. Everyone with a reservation had been given vouchers for a steep discount when they re-booked, all of which came directly out of Isaac’s pockets.
They walked along the perimeter of the building with soft lighting surrounding the hole-in-the-wall restaurant. More softly lit lights ran along the side of the building toward the rear. The water rushing below added to the backdrop of calming sights and sounds. It was one of Isaac’s properties and his all-time favorite place to eat. Besides the ambiance of the full moon reflecting off the rushing water, Chef Faye’s food was hands down the best he had ever eaten.
He turned to catch another glimpse of Tessa. Her face was tilted toward the night sky. He, too, wanted to see what captivated her attention. Stars glittered above them, with the moon hidden behind a passing cloud.
“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he asked.
“Yeah. In the city, you can’t get this view. Too many lights.” She watched her footing and then glanced at the building again. “This looks like someone’s house. This is a restaurant?”
He kept his laugh to himself. “Yeah. You didn’t see the sign in the front?”
“Haven’t been anywhere like this before. Most of my favorite places have neon signs and drive-thrus. Unless Kade’s paying. Then those spots are ritzy.”
“Who’s Kade?”
“My best friend.”
Isaac was glad she couldn’t see his facial expression shift. Nothing good would come of it. It was too soon to bring up his shitty experiences with best friends of the opposite sex, so he kept his mouth shut.
“Is this place even open?”
He turned back toward her, noticing her issues navigating through the rocky graveled path in her heels. “Fuck me. I’m sorry. Here, let me help you.” He extended his hand to her. 
When she grabbed it, a shock formed between them, and each pulled away. 
“What the hell was that?” he asked.
“Love’s spark,” Tessa deadpanned, but wore a smirk. “Static electricity?” she said with another shrug.
One thing was obvious: she had a sense of humor. Isaac reached out again, but this time, nothing happened. He helped her through the tricky part of the walkway and up a small set of stairs that led to the rear porch of the remodeled restaurant.
“Are you sure this place is open?”
“For us, it is.”
Tessa’s eyes furrowed. “Like… only for us?”
Isaac nodded. “I’m friends with the owner.” Isaac had to stop himself from stroking the soft skin of Tessa’s hand as much as he ached to.
Normally, the porch housed a handful of tables overlooking the water, but not tonight. Tonight, Isaac had requested all those tables be moved indoors, and to have their lone table surrounded with candles and paper lanterns emitting just enough light to set the mood.
Tessa released Isaac’s hand and neared the balcony overlooking the water as the clouds shifted above until it revealed the full moon again. It glowed. She peered into the water below and he stood back and watched her from afar as she became hypnotized by the moon’s reflection dancing off the river. Tessa gasped as she viewed the small waterfall twenty feet off in the distance.
She turned to him, wearing a beaming grin, and waved him over. “Come look at it with me.”
He stood beside her and felt the warmth she radiated. Her perfume made his mouth salivate and other parts of him ache. She smelled like creamy coconut, sandy beaches, and the sun. The perfect summer day.
A breeze kicked up, and he saw her shiver. Without asking, he removed his suit jacket and placed it over her shoulders. She looked as if she wanted to shrug it off, but another breeze blew, and instead, she put her arms in the sleeves.
“If someone had told me we’d be eating outside, I would have worn a jacket.”
Isaac bowed his head. “My apologies.”
They stood, silent, staring into the distance together, watching the rushing waters crash into the rocks below. Isaac’s stomach let off another growl. Luckily, the splashing water was loud enough to deafen his grumble.
“Come sit.” Isaac beckoned and pulled out her chair. 
Her eyes glittered with the golden glow from the surrounding candles. He couldn’t help but beam as he looked at her.
They settled into their seats, and moments later, a server emerged from the door with two plates. Just as he set the white ceramic in front of them, the chef emerged. Isaac and the chef shared a grin. He caught the odd expression on Tessa’s face. Her lips pressed tight. Was there a tinge of jealousy? When the chef placed her hand on Isaac’s shoulder and squeezed, Tessa’s lips pursed tighter. 
She’s jealous. 
“Good evening, Ms. Heart.” The chef tilted her head. “Tonight, I have prepared a special three-course meal. Please enjoy.” She bowed again and disappeared behind the double doors.
Before Tessa lifted her fork, she kept her eye on Isaac. “So, you know her? The chef?”
Isaac could hardly contain his laugh; her implication was obvious. “She’s part owner of this establishment. But yes, I know her. And I know the other owner.”
“You convinced them to close?”
“Mm-hmm.” Isaac stabbed an asparagus with his fork and bit off the tip. “Try the food. She’s an amazing chef. She’s got all the awards to prove it.”
Tessa grabbed her fork but didn’t dig into her arugula, asparagus, and prosciutto salad. “Who’s the other owner who agreed to that horrible business decision? It’s Friday night, one of the busiest dining nights of the week.” Tessa chuckled as she moved the asparagus around her plate and stabbed her fork into the bed of leafy greens instead.
Without missing a beat, Isaac said, “Me.”
Tessa’s jaw dropped and her fork fell to the table. “Say what now?”
Isaac shrugged indifferently. “Is it worth it, sitting here with Tessa Heart, the woman whose soul locked with mine, and has since made my professional career a living hell? Yes. Would I do it again? Without hesitation.”
A hum vibrated in her throat. “Don’t speak so soon. We’ve yet to discuss my demands.”
“Oh, really?” Isaac swallowed his bite and wiped his mouth with the white cloth napkin. “Well then, I’m all ears.”
Tessa picked apart the salad and only ate what she liked, mainly the shaved cheese and mesclun greens. He didn’t mind that she kept him waiting. The longer it took to speak her mind, the longer their date lasted through the night. 
“Find a new location for your plans.”
Isaac laughed through his nose. “If it were that easy, I would have moved on already. That location is perfect for my plans.” 
Tessa’s eyes rolled, but he kept speaking. 
“Don’t you want to know what they are before you pass judgement?”
“Sure. Fine. Whatever. What are your plans?”
Isaac leaned back and flattened his tie. “Well, you should know some background information about me first. For starters, I was an only child. My mother was the center of my life. My father was an asshole. He was the reason the soulmate connection never struck me as anything other than a death sentence. Despite being her soulmate, he abused my mother. His drinking didn’t help. Their connection didn’t stop him from treating her like trash like you think it would. She wanted to get away from him early in their marriage but didn’t know how. 
“Everyone claims once you meet your match, everything is perfect and you get your happy ending. Your happily ever after, if you will. Well, I am living proof, telling you that’s far from true. If only she had a place that offered help, maybe I wouldn’t have grown up in a destructive environment. And that is what I want to change. 
“The bones of that store are great. It needs repairs, but I want to turn it into a shelter, of sorts. Like a community center, but offer expert guidance to people in need, whether it be children or parents, legal or financial troubles, and even dealing with physical abuse. Because regardless of what anyone says, it happens. Maybe not as frequent, but just one rotten apple can ruin the family tree.”
Tessa’s shoulders slumped, and her expression went from confident to solemn. He hadn’t meant to drag the mood down but wanted brutal honesty between them.
“I see how much that place means to you,” Isaac added, leaning forward in his chair. She was biting the inside of her cheek. He wanted to ease all that was bothering her from now until his dying breath. 
“If you knew how much debt he’s incurred over the last few years, you’d understand how badly he needs to sell. And trust me, I’m compensating him handsomely. Listen, you and I are tethered together. I don’t want this hanging over us for all eternity. How about I propose a solution that satisfies us both?”
Tessa huffed. “I don’t see how that’s possible. What we want negates the other.”
The server returned and filled Tessa’s glass with wine. She’d already downed three-quarters of it in the brief time they’ve been seated. 
“Are you both finished with your first course?” 
They nodded, and he removed Isaac’s empty plate, and Tessa’s barely touched one.
“I buy the bookstore, and continue with my plans, and then we find a location where you can open your own shop.”
Tessa laughed. “You think I know anything about owning or running a business?”
Many things popped into Isaac’s head as he stared at Tessa. Fiery and fearless, passionate and determined—everything needed to run a successful operation. “What you managed over the last week is impressive, but you won’t be doing it alone. I can help however you need. If it’ll make you happy, I’m more than willing to compromise and get you started.”
Tessa swirled the red wine in her glass, eyeing him closely. “You don’t even know me, and you’d do that?”
I’d do anything for my soulmate. For you. He nodded. “So please, tell me about yourself. I’ve been dying to hear from you since you bolted a week ago.”
Her cheeks flushed a beautiful shade of pink just as the server arrived with their second course. 
“Can I ask you questions first?”
“Ask away,” Isaac said.
“Did you have a lot of friends growing up?”
Isaac shook his head. “Nope. I stayed to myself. I liked school. Weird, I know, but that’s where I put my focus. It’s hard to get lonely when your head is trapped in your studies. I wanted to go away to college, but I stayed local.”
“You wanted to leave because of your dad?”
“Yeah. Mom couldn’t have any more kids after me, and it took a toll on their marriage.” He scooped a spoonful of the creamy mushroom soup the waiter had just delivered. It was one of Isaac’s favorites. The creme fraiche and truffle oil drizzle took it to the next level.
“I might have half siblings running around. Dad didn’t hide his adulterous ways. He’s the reason I don’t drink a lot. Nasty drunk.”
There was a slight flinch in his shoulders when Isaac spoke of his father, no matter how hard he tried fighting it. Tessa noticed, too. She reached across the table and touched his hand. The shock from early returned, but neither jerked away. As cool as her skin was, the warm gesture sent him reeling.
She softly stroked the top of his hand with her thumb and said, “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want.”
As Isaac eyed their connected hands, he couldn’t bear facing her. “It’s okay. I try not to put myself in positions where I can turn into him. He wasn’t a good man.” He blew out a long breath before his emotions got the better of him. “Try the soup,” he said, and pulled his hand away from hers.
“Right.” She pushed the soup around, playing more than anything.
He remembered the first woman he’d loved; his mother, Judith. She was a firecracker, and in the short while he’d been around Tessa, he figured she was one, too.
“Well,” Tessa started, and then stopped. 
Her eyes held strongly on him, and he wondered what was brimming in that beautiful mind of hers. He couldn’t wait until their connection was so strong he could sense her emotions so she would no longer be a mystery. 
“If you matched with me, you must be an all right guy, I suppose. And if you hold on to your promise from earlier, I’d say you’re an exceptional man. But I won’t know the full extent until I see it for myself.”
And there it was, the little spitfire. “Duly noted.”
“Am I the only one who finds this whole matching thing weird? Like, we’ve barely scratched the surface of who we are, and yet, I feel as if I’ve known you longer. Like, I don’t reach for people’s hands. That’s not me. This thing has taken over my normal functions.”
That aspect of their connection confused him, too. “It’s like we’re at war with our bodies. Our brains tell us we’re strangers, but we’re too hypnotized by the connection to listen.”
He watched Tessa bring the spoon to her mouth.
She nodded. “Not bad.”
Isaac’s laughter boomed around them. “I’ll tell the five-time Michelin star chef you said it’s not bad.” He scraped his shallow bowl clean. He wouldn’t let one drop go to waste.
Tessa swallowed. Hard. “Well, something you’ll learn is that my taste buds are like a toddler’s. Throw a burger and fries on my plate, and your girl is in heaven. Add a few chicken tendies, and I’m putty in your hands.”
A wide grin splayed on his mouth. “You don’t have to eat it.” He rose from the table and peeked his head inside the restaurant before signaling for the server’s attention. The junior staffer rushed over and cleared the table before refilling their nearly empty glasses.
“I’ll let the chef know you’re ready for the next course,” the staffer said, and bowed.
“Thank you, Connor.”
“What’s next?” Tessa asked.
He shrugged. “Gotta wait and see.”
Isaac had done his research after meeting Tessa at her job. She rarely posted on any social media platforms, but he’d found enough information to sense her preferences. Within moments, the server returned with their main course. A gourmet burger the size of Tessa’s head, with a side of fresh-cut fries and fried chicken strips accompanied by four different dipping sauces. Tessa’s jaw dropped, and Isaac didn’t hide his smile as her eyes bulged.
She tilted the plate toward him as if to show him hers, even though it mirrored his. “This is the most beautiful plate of food I’ve ever seen.” She took turns eyeing the plate and then Isaac. “Were you spying on me?”
“Putty in my hands,” he reminded her.
She dunked a strip of breaded chicken into one sauce and took a big bite. A loud hum of delight vibrated from her throat, and her body melted back onto the chair, sliding down, almost disappearing under the table before reappearing again. She hummed with approval as she chewed. Seeing her happy made him happy. Next, Tessa tackled the burger. She needed both hands to handle it and as she grabbed the mammoth-sized burger, juices dripped between her fingers.
“I hope you didn’t expect me to cut it into quarters and eat like a proper lady with my pinkies in the air.”
He shook his head. “I wouldn’t dream of it. Make me proud.” Isaac wasn’t sure how she would fit the meaty sandwich into her mouth, but she practically unhinged her jaw and took a bite. “Is that the face of ecstasy?”
Still chewing, savoring every bite, her hums continued before she held up a greasy finger. “It could be.” She pointed to the burger. “It’s better than any sex I’ve had.” With each bite, she moaned again. “I read somewhere that sex with a soulmate is unworldly, so I don’t think we’ll have any issues.” After the words left her mouth, her eyes bulged from their sockets. “I can’t believe I said that. Must be the wine; I rarely drink this much.”
The two ate in relative silence, only sharing varying looks of contentment. To Isaac’s surprise, Tessa finished her entire plate of food while he barely polished off half of his burger. Plus, he wanted to save room for dessert, his favorite part of the meal.
While they digested, they took turns getting to know one another, asking questions, and sharing memories. With the talk about the bookstore under wraps for now, there was no friction between them. Their exchange felt natural. He particularly enjoyed how the soft glow of the candles flecked in her eyes. He could sit there all night gazing into them.
When he’d left his apartment, Isaac had no expectations walking into this dinner, but now they’d been making decent progress together, better than he thought they would. The awkwardness of their situation faded, and now it was just easy.
Tessa pulled out her phone and huffed before shoving it back into her purse. “Sorry. It’s been buzzing all night.”
“People wondering if you’re still alive?”
She nodded. “That and my niece is upset that I’m not at family dinner. She wanted to see me for my birthday.”
“Wait, when’s your birthday?”
Tessa cleared her throat and gulped from her glass. “Today.”
“What?” How had he missed that? “Wait, didn’t you say something to that extent after we matched?”
She nodded. “I think so. It’s like I remember that day vividly, but that whole spiral part is a bit of a blur.”
“So, we matched before you turned thirty?”
“Mm-hmm. That day caught me by surprise, hence the bolting out of the park.”
“So, why’d you pick today to meet up?”
Tessa stood from the table and stretched. His jacket was swimming on her petite frame, but she looked amazing in it. He tried not to picture what she’d look like if his jacket was the only article of clothing she wore.
“No one knows what happened to us. So, tomorrow, I can say I met up with you for the business meeting my boss set up, and we locked eyes. I’m already the problem child in my family, always going against the norm. I don’t need them to really believe it. ‘Look at Tessa. She can’t even match like a normal person. She’s always gotta make things difficult.’” She rolled her eyes and shrugged dismissively.
Tessa strolled toward the balcony again, and Isaac followed behind her. “Now I feel bad I didn’t get you anything. I wish I would have known.”
Tessa turned to him and inched closer. She raised her hand as if to cup his cheek but snapped her hand back. The gentleness in her gaze was a vast difference from the woman who’d sat in their meeting. Isaac didn’t mind either if he was honest with himself. He had enjoyed watching the fire burn in her eyes that day, but he was thoroughly enjoying the tenderness in them now.
“This night is gift enough.” She rested her elbows on the railing, staring off into the distance. “It’s so beautiful here. Peaceful. One thing about me is, I love silence,” her voice dropped to a whisper. “Not into the loud, club scenes. Or any scene with large crowds of people for that matter. Hence, my love for books. It’s a one-person hobby.” 
Tessa released a breathy sigh. “It would be easy to get lost in a book out here. I read one that centers on this boy who got lost in the woods at night. The entire book takes place in an eight-hour timespan of his time trapped in the thick forest. Darkness like tonight, just the moon and stars above with no streetlights guiding him home. It would be cool to read that out here where all you hear is the scurrying of tiny woodland animals, birds, crickets, and who knows what else that lurks out there.”
“Sounds terrifying.”
Tessa laughed. “It was for the young boy. I’d have to wear different shoes, though; my toes are half frozen right now.”
“You should have said something. We could have moved indoors.” Isaac gestured for her to follow him inside.
She didn’t budge. She turned to him, eyes set, lips serious. 
“Something wrong besides your frozen feet?” Isaac asked.
“Were you serious about opening a new bookstore? Damn near everyone I’ve talked to share the belief that I need to adapt to the times and face the truth. The digital age is taking over. You understand it could face the same fate Good On Paper is facing, but you’re still willing to move forward?”
Isaac inched toward Tessa, standing in front of her until she needed to tilt her head to hold his gaze. “We may not know one another yet, but I understand you because we are not that different. I’m a man of my word. You can count on that. Wanna shake on it to seal the deal?”
“Got a pen?” 
He nodded to the coat she wore. “Inside left pocket.” 
Tessa dug into the inside pocket of his light gray jacket and lifted a napkin off the table. She began writing. He was a tad insulted that she didn’t trust him but adored her gumption.
“Can you call out the server?” she asked. “We need a third-party witness.” 
He wanted to laugh, but not because he thought it was funny. It was brilliant. 
Isaac did as she asked and read what she’d written on the napkin. 
“I, Isaac Davenport, being of sound mind and body, agree to open a bookstore to replace Good On Paper. I will aid Tessa Heart in any way she needs. If I do not fulfill my promise, she may—“ 
Isaac choked on his own saliva. “You’re gonna castrate me?” 
She shrugged. “You take something I love; I take something I’m sure you love.” 
He forced himself to not tell her the only thing he loved in this moment was the girl he still barely knew. Was it their connection that brought tingles over the entire surface of his body, or was she just that charming? 
He summoned the server, and within moments, Connor was standing outside, ready to refill their wineglasses. 
“Can you please act as our witness in signing this makeshift agreement?” Isaac asked while trying to refrain from laughing.
Connor obliged as all parties signed the white cloth. As soon as he was done, he retreated inside the restaurant. 
“Happy now?” Isaac asked Tessa. 
She extended her pinky as if to confirm it with a pinky promise. He locked her pinky with his, and she brought their locked fingers to her mouth and kissed her thumb, summoning him to do the same to his. He obliged, and she brought their thumbs together, sealing their deal. “Now I’m happy.” 
“Ready for dessert and to defrost those pretty piggies of yours?” 
“Did you see that burger? It was bigger than the moon. I mean, we can share a dessert, but be prepared for me to explode.” 
Isaac reached for her hand and led Tessa through the double doors and through the dining space until he opened the kitchen door. The room was spotless, as if there hadn’t been a chef inside cooking a gourmet meal moments ago. She looked around, confused. He dropped her hand to roll up his white sleeves.
Tessa shrugged his jacket off and rested it on the clean metal surface. 
“You should roll yours up, too. I don’t want you to ruin your top.” His eyes traveled over her bare shoulders and the thin slice of bare stomach her top showed. No dessert would ever be as delectable as he imagined her skin would taste.
“We’re making dessert?” 
Isaac grabbed two clean aprons off the hook and draped one over her neck. She glanced at him through her thick lashes as he reached around her waist to tie the apron. Every second their bodies were near, Isaac’s heart raced quicker. 
“We’re making something my mom taught me. No baking involved. Easy peasy.” As he fastened the bow in the back, their eyes locked again. It took every ounce of willpower not to lean in and taste her supple lips. 
She dragged her tongue along her lower lip. 
That didn’t help.
She hung back and watched as he moved around the kitchen without a word. Isaac disappeared into a large fridge and reappeared with two champagne glasses and a bottle of bubbly. He set them on the metal workstation.
“Want to do the honors?” he asked and handed her the bottle. “I’m horrible at opening champagne.” 
Tessa untwisted the wire. “The trick is to turn the bottle, not the cork.” 
She gripped the bottle and twisted until they heard the infamous pop. Bubbles overflowed before she poured two glasses and handed one to Isaac. “I want to open a bottle with a sword one day. Looks fun.” 
“I’m rather fond of your fingers. Not sure I’d want you risking it.” Isaac tilted his glass to hers. “To new beginnings.” 
They clinked glasses, and she tried hiding her blossoming grin while she sipped. He busied himself gathering ingredients—strawberries, powdered sugar, a block of cream cheese, chocolate, and vanilla extract. 
He set a cutting board, a paring knife, and a container of strawberries in front of her. “Cut the stem, and core out the strawberry, please,” he asked, and then showed her what he meant. 
“Cheesecake is my favorite, but it isn’t easy to bake. My mom and I made these when I brought home a good report card. It became our tradition, my reward for doing well in school.” 
Isaac set a glass bowl on the counter and measured the sugar he needed, along with the extract. He dumped the block of softened cream cheese into the bowl and began mixing the ingredients together. 
Tessa kept her eye on him as he maneuvered through the kitchen. “You seem like you know your way around a kitchen. Me, I’m the worst. My dad gave my sister the cooking chops. What else are you good at?” 
Isaac put a pot of hot water on the flame and grabbed a bigger metal bowl off the rack of pots, pans, bowls, and lids. “Business. Envisioning a plan. As far as talents,” he said, dumping a handful of chocolate chunks into the double boiler. “I don’t think I have any. No music talents. I can’t bend my body in any weird way. Not a talented singer or dancer. You? Don’t let me forget about the chocolate on the stove.” 
Tessa hummed as she bit into a strawberry. “I’m infamous for starting and not finishing things. I tried teaching myself the piano. I bought this keyboard at the relic store, but the volume was stuck in the highest setting, so I ditched it because it was too loud. Same with the didgeridoo and hurdy gurdy.” 
Isaac laughed. “What the heck are those?” 
“Obscure musical instruments. You couldn’t convince me there wasn’t a garage band in desperate need of a hurdy gurdy. I was gonna be their go-to girl.” She smiled to herself. “Dumb, I know.” 
“Absolutely not. Shows your willingness to learn and grow, find a niche you like. You won’t know you don’t like something until you try. Tell me more.” 
Isaac turned on the hand mixer and powdered sugar flew in all directions, leaving a thin coat of white powder on the stainless-steel working table. 
Tessa squealed and waved away the cloud of sugar lingering around her, coughing it out of her lungs. Once the mixture was blended well, Isaac reclaimed his place behind her. He peered over her shoulder and pressed his body against hers. He hadn’t meant to invade her personal space, but when she didn’t scowl or move away, he stayed in place. Isaac inhaled. Tessa leaned her head back slightly, grazing the back of her head against his chest. Her hair tickled his nose. When Isaac glanced down, he noticed her eyes fall shut for a moment. 
“Now that I’ve seen you use a knife, that castration threat just became more real.” 
The corners of her mouth perched high as she blinked her eyes open. 
“Fuck. The chocolate,” Isaac cursed.
They both spun around. Quickly, he removed the metal bowl from the stove and placed it on the table, then stirred until all the chunks melted into the perfect creamy consistency. He piped the faux cheesecake filling into each strawberry Tessa had cored. “Ready to try my dessert?” he asked. 
Isaac reached for a stuffed strawberry and dipped the bottom into the melted chocolate. Drips of chocolate fell onto the counter and along his fingers. He held the chocolate-covered strawberry for her to take, but she grabbed his wrist and guided it toward her mouth. The heat of her skin on his was enough to send his mind spiraling. She put the entire strawberry into her mouth. Her eyes closed, but she didn’t release her grip. Isaac watched as she swallowed it with a smile, and when she pulled his fingers into her mouth to lick them clean, he, too, swallowed hard. 
Isaac’s mouth parted; his throat hummed with pleasure, an automatic reflex he couldn’t stop.
Tessa grabbed a strawberry of her own and dunked it in the pool of chocolate goodness. She held it in front of his slightly parted lips. 
Something inside him snapped. He bent down and lifted her onto the counter, standing between her legs. With eyes locked, Isaac inched closer, aching to taste the chocolate lingering on her lips. She was the only dessert he wanted. 
Tessa dropped the strawberry, and it tumbled to the floor. She reached over his apron and freed his tie and tugged on the black silk. Beckoning him closer, they shared the same breath. That sweet scent made Isaac’s mouth water and yearn for a taste.
“Isaac?” a lady called out from outside the kitchen. 
Both their attention turned toward the door, and Isaac cursed under his breath before reaching for a towel to clean Tessa’s fingers. If Faye hadn’t called his name, he was prepared to suck Tessa’s fingers clean, too. 
“We’re in the kitchen. Just finishing up,” he shouted. 
“Who’s that?” Tessa asked. 
The kitchen door swung open, and Chef Faye entered, still wearing her white coat. “Just finished in the office. Lock up when you’re done. I’m heading home.” 
“Sure thing. Faye, Tessa. Tessa, Faye.” 
Tessa jumped off the table and shook his business partner’s hand. “Nice to meet you. The food was amazing.” 
Isaac wiped the film of powdered sugar off the metal station. It seemed to have spread farther than he’d thought. He busied himself to hide the bright red blush exploding on his cheeks and the mild erection forming in his pants. 
“The soup was just… Meh.” He eyed Tessa and she playfully smacked his arm with a towel. 
“Ah, man. Chocolate got on your shirt.” He nodded to a stain on her bell sleeve. 
Tessa looked down and shrugged. “Worth it.” 
“Don’t worry about cleaning. The morning crew will take care of it. Have a good night, you two,” Faye said and closed the door behind her.
Isaac didn’t feel right about leaving a mess for the morning shift. He cleaned most of it as Tessa leaned on the counter and popped another strawberry into her mouth. 
“These are amazing,” she mumbled between bites. 
With her rounded ass sticking up, Isaac ached to press himself against her backside. The corners of his lips arched upward, but he remembered the vow he’d made to himself early after matching. He’d remain a gentleman for as long as it took. There wasn’t a need to rush, not with their future already set in stone.
“Are you blushing?” Tessa asked. 
He hadn’t realized how big he was grinning. “Just thinking if she’d caught us, how embarrassed I’d be at our next meeting. We should probably notify your ride that you’re almost ready to leave.” 
“Well,” she said, hesitantly. “About that. Umm… I canceled it. You could bring me home, I thought. If you can’t, that’s fine. I don’t know how far you live from me. It could be totally out of your way.” Tessa fumbled in her bag. “I’ll just order a ride myself.” 
Once she gave him her address, he knew exactly how far away she lived from him. Not that it would have mattered. He would travel for hours to see her. Days even. 
Isaac placed his hand over hers. “I would be honored to bring you home.” 
Her smile bloomed. “Okay.” 
“Wait here.” Isaac left Tessa in the kitchen, blew out the candles still burning on the porch, and grabbed her bouquet and their contract written on cloth. He didn’t want her leaving either of them behind. 
He slowly opened the kitchen door without a sound. Tessa was leaning against the counter, wearing his suit jacket again, nuzzling her cheek on the lapel with her eyes closed. He wondered what she was thinking. Isaac cleared his throat and broke her out of her daze. 
“Can’t forget these,” he said with her flowers in one hand and their napkin contract in the other. 
Tessa reached for both with enthusiasm. 
“Ready?” He reached for her hand.
She took it, lacing her fingers in his as he guided her through the dark restaurant. The glow from the emergency exit sign led the way, but Isaac knew this place like the back of his hand. He hoped, over time, Tessa would familiarize herself with every property he owned, too.
Isaac punched in the security code and helped Tessa down the small flight of stairs leading toward his car. He opened the door for her, and she slid inside in one fluid motion. Isaac started the ignition while Tessa programmed her address into his navigation system.
The car ride was quiet, but both wore matching grins from ear to ear. Their smiles grew as each of them took turns staring at one another. 
“Thank you for a memorable night,” Tessa said, breaking their silence. “I honestly didn’t know how it would go. I had this idea of you in my head from the day we met. All dreamy eyes and good looks. And then I painted a different picture after realizing who you were. You’re not so bad.” 
“I appreciate that. I’m glad we reached an agreement together. And I’m not trying to be castrated over it, so I’ll be hunting for a location. I can’t guarantee it’ll happen next week, though. Projects like these take time. Location is key.” 
Tessa nodded. “I have time. You’re kinda stuck with me forever now, so…” 
Neither could escape it. The stars were written. Their journey would continue together, whether or not they wanted it initially. 
“You know the old saying, ‘Happy wife, happy life.’” 
Isaac reached for her hand, missing her soft skin on his, and brought it to his lips. He planned on making both sentiments come true.




Chapter eight

Tessa stretched in bed. The dream she’d just woken up from had her lady bits aching. 
In the dream, she was back in the kitchen, feeding Isaac a strawberry, but instead of being interrupted by Chef Faye, her imagination played out what would happen next. She tugged on his black silk tie and drew him close until their lips locked. The kiss started off sweet. Tender. But once Tessa locked her legs behind him, her senses reeled as if short-circuited. He forced her mouth open with his thrusting tongue, proving his dominance. His large hands traveled along her thighs; the warmth of his touch permeated through her jeans as the tips of his fingers dug into the fullest part of her hips. She wished he squeezed harder, and pulled her closer. And as if he could read her thoughts, his fingers dug harder until he reached behind her knees and pulled her closer in one swift motion. There was no hiding how excited she had made him. His erection pushed against her center, and she gasped as her head fell back.
Tessa succumbed to the forceful domination of his lips. The way his tongue explored hers—she was shocked by her own eager response to the touch of his lips and tongue. It sang in her veins. Desire ran thick and hot until Tessa couldn’t contain the moans bubbling in her throat. His mouth continued exploring her soft, tanned flesh, inching along her jawline. His teeth scraped along her skin, and with each swipe of his hungry mouth, all teeth and tongue, she writhed with pleasure. He moved with precision, with an insatiable lust. She moaned and her head fell back again, aching for Isaac to continue his southward trail. Tessa’s body was ablaze, and the only satisfying end was to burn.
The charge between them grew, gaining force with each rushed breath. An extinguisher couldn’t snuff out their lustful flames as Tessa reached behind her and dipped her fingers into the metal bowl before summoning another kiss. She dragged her chocolate-coated finger along his grinning lips and gave him an ever tastier smile. Neither spoke. With her other hand, she gripped a handful of his hair, demanding control of her own. When he tried swiping the chocolate off his mouth with his tongue, but stopped with a disapproving shake of her head. She wanted a taste of the sugary confection. And she got just that. Their tongues danced, played, and warred for dominance. She was all his, and he was hers.
And then her phone pinged and broke her out of the dream. Frustration was an understatement. It didn’t help that he’d been the perfect gentleman when he’d dropped her off in front of her building. He’d handed her the beautiful bouquet and softly kissed her cheek before saying goodbye.
“Stupid, Tessa. You should have shoved your tongue down his throat.” She groaned and stripped the sheets off her body.
Once she got her day started, she had hoped it would distract her from replaying the sexy fantasy in her head. She put a pod into her coffee machine and tapped her foot as it brewed, admiring the flowers in a vase nearby. Her gaze turned toward her couch, and she eyed his jacket hanging over the edge of her tan sofa. Tessa couldn’t help herself. She needed another whiff of his cologne. It was like a drug, and she was already addicted. She’d thought Kade wore appealing scents, but Isaac’s was divine. With every inhale, she was transported back to their date. Remembering his kind eyes, the way he laughed, how his smile dazzled, and the picturesque backdrop of the wooded area that surrounded the property, it was the quintessential date.
A knock on her door broke her from her reverie. “Who is it?” she asked, but she already knew. He used his signature knock.
“The police,” the familiar deep voice said. “At least, it would be if Kota hadn’t told me you texted your sister last night.” Kade stood in the hall and had a box in his hand. “He didn’t kill you.”
“You sound surprised.”
Kade walked inside her apartment, set the box on her coffee table, and collapsed on the couch. With his arms spread wide over the back, he sighed. Like always, he never left the house without flexing his fashionable attire. There was no need to get that dressed up to sit on her couch. His khaki cargo joggers matched the plaid shirt he left unbuttoned over his snug white tee. His gold chains shimmered in the living room light and his hair was shaved close at the side in a subtle fade from his weekly visits to his barber, which he undoubtedly had just come from. The tight black curls that sat on top were also defined and moisturized.
“Nice flowers. How’d it go? You do what we talked about?”
For the most part, Tessa had followed Kade’s suggestions. Be a little flirty, a subtle glance over her shoulder here, a shy smile there, and use her feminine wiles to her advantage until he was putty in her hands and caved to her demands. Somewhere around the soup portion of their dinner while he spoke about his father, the plan flew out the window, however, and every flirty gesture was genuine and not fabricated.
“Mm-hmm,” she lied. “We reached a mutual agreement.”
Kade rested his elbows on his knees. “And that is?”
“He’s moving forward with his project, and we’re working together and opening our own bookstore.” The confidence in her tone brought a smile to her face. Not only did she have the written consent tucked in her panty drawer, but she trusted him at his word.
Kade’s expression morphed from curious to concerned. “Like you and him will own it together?” He blew raspberries. “And you fell for that nonsense? He blew so much smoke up your ass it’s coming out of your nose. Of course, he said that so you’ll stop trying to fuck up his purchase.”
“It’s not like that, Kade.”
“It’s exactly like that. You’re a nobody, just a pretty girl impeding his plans. Of course, he’s going to tell you what you want to hear. It’s what I would do.”
His response made Tessa take two steps back. “You’d lie to my face?”
“I mean—“ He stuttered.
She wasn’t about to let him backtrack. Her laser sharp stare fixed on him until he explained himself.
“For the better good? Yes.” He spoke with such confidence; Tessa knew he told the truth.
She had every intention of telling him her news about their matching, but as much as she hated keeping secrets, she kept this one close to her chest. “Good to know.”
Kade leaned back and rested his heels on her coffee table. “Did he treat you to a nice dinner, at least?”
Without hesitation, she responded, “Best meal I’ve ever had, to be honest.”
“Better than Noire?”
She nodded. Besides the food, the ambiance of Isaac’s location far exceeded that of Kade’s restaurant. The quaint and secluded establishment far exceeded his ritzy spot any day. And after having Chef Faye’s burger, she’d never want a fast-food one again. Her mouth watered just thinking about it.
Tessa sipped from her favorite coffee mug. It had a picture of a cute baby lamb standing on a rainbow with the saying, Don’t be a douche canoe. Kade—the biggest douche canoe in the room—was too busy on his phone to notice the dark scowl she sent his way.
“So, this morning, I asked one of our artists to do me a huge favor, and he agreed. He did a radio interview and promoted your bookstore. I just got the text now. He’s got a sick following. Loyal, like puppy dogs. I bet there’s a line formed on the street.”
Coffee nearly flew out her nose as she coughed it from her lungs. “You did what?”
“Wanna pay it a visit?”
What if Kade’s favor actually brought in sales, and the owner refused Isaac’s offer? Fuck. Tessa was torn. Should she call him and warn him? Or should she let it play out? What were the chances his ploy worked? There was no sense stressing Isaac out if nothing came from it.
Tessa trudged into her bedroom and tossed on her weekend uniform of comfy clothes—leggings, an oversized tee, and a plaid shirt to wrap around her waist in case she caught a chill.
“Is this his jacket?” Kade shouted from the living room.
“Yeah. We were sitting outside, and I got cold, because you told me not to bring a jacket, so he offered me his.”
“Interesting,” Kade said loud enough for her to hear.
In no mood to fuss with her hair, she propped it in a bun on the top of her head and slung her messenger bag across her chest. As she walked back into the living room, Kade placed Isaac’s coat over the edge of her couch.
“Where’d he take you?”
Tessa rolled her eyes. “It’s not a competition, Kade.”
He sucked his teeth. “Of course not. Because I’m me. And he’s…” Kade waved his hand around dismissively. “Plus, only I know the hot spots. Speaking of, tonight, wanna join me in some fun debauchery?”
“Is debauchery the name of a club?”
His head shook. “A new artist is throwing an album release party. Almost everyone is going.”
Tessa weighed her options: at home with a book in her hand, or a nightclub with loud music, dizzying overhead lights, and drunken fools. The answer was a no-brainer.
“Ooh, I’m so sorry. I have plans tonight,” she lied.
“With Moorings, LLC?”
She hadn’t made plans with Isaac and the quick thought made her frown. Why hadn’t he asked to see her again? “No,” she whined. “I promised Rose I’d stop by tonight.” An addition to the lie. She had promised to make it up to Rose but didn’t specify when. “Rose will hate you if I cancel.”
Kade nodded. “It’ll take months to get off her shit list.”
Tessa’s phone pinged, and her grin was instant when she noticed the name pop on the screen. Handsome Asshole. She spun away from Kade and typed a response to his afternoon text, asking how she’d slept. Heat rose to her cheeks and chest as her dream replayed in her thoughts, but she couldn’t dare share that with Isaac. Instead, she thanked him again for the flowers and asked when she could return his jacket even though she wasn’t ready to part with it just yet, but it was the perfect excuse to see Isaac again.
“Ready?” Kade asked just as she sent the text and tossed her phone in her bag.
After stepping foot outside, neither of them liked the idea of wasting a beautiful, sunny day driving the car, so they trekked on foot.
Kade tilted his chin toward the sun. His skin, a rich, golden russet, glistened under the bright sky. He removed his plaid shirt and slung it over his shoulder. The thin white tee molded against his body, as did all his other tees, but Tessa didn’t need Kade’s preference for wearing skintight shirts to know what lay underneath.
Kade wasn’t shy about disrobing in front of Tessa. She saw firsthand how chiseled his body was. One might’ve thought he was carved by the infamous Michelangelo himself with swollen biceps and abs for days. There were reasons people called them washboard abs; that six-pack could scrub embedded dirt off anything. Those carved out stomach muscles only added to the lengthy list of glorious body parts Kade possessed.
He flaunted his muscles now, but he hadn’t always been brawny. Tessa remembered when he was her string-bean friend. She’d hated watching him get teased daily for being lanky-limbed, so she’d befriended him in the fifth grade. Never one to bite her tongue, no one messed with her, and when she took him under her wing, and the constant taunts stopped.
Those bullies were eating their words now. Kade loved working out, but he loved showing off the results of his deadlifts and bench presses more. He flexed his muscles on the sidewalk, stretching the fabric of his tee to its limit.
Kade slung his arm around Tessa’s shoulders as they walked in silence and crossed the street. Relieved not to find a line wrapped around the building, she didn’t shrug his arm off her. If there had been, she was liable to throw a jab or two.
A group of young girls exited the store, all holding books in their hands and Kade chuckled. “How’s that for advertisement?”
“It was four girls.” He was reaching if he thought four girls was a success. Tessa pushed on the door, and as the bell jingled above her, her mouth sprang open. “Holy smokes,” she whispered.
The bookstore was brimming with shopping bodies and Brody was busy behind the counter, ringing up a customer while a line formed along the front. He lifted his gaze toward the door and shot her a warm grin.
“Welcome back,” he said, but not in his usual tone. He had to raise his voice over the loud chatter forming in the store’s front.
Kade leaned close to her ear. “I’ll say it again. How’s that for advertisement?”
She swatted him away as her steps slowed. For the first time ever, she had to weave through a crowd to get anywhere in the store. There wasn’t one person who didn’t have a book in their hand. Or books. It made her smile but it also churned her stomach. This couldn’t help Isaac’s cause.
“Want anything while we’re here?” Kade asked as he lifted a book off the shelf and flashed her the regency-themed cover before making a face and tossing it back on the shelf.
Tessa headed straight toward her preferred reading section and wiggled her way through a handful of stragglers in the back of the store. She picked up a book, but as she tried reading the blurb, she overheard a conversation an aisle away. A lady told her friend that she’d heard about the store over the radio, and the artist promised for each month the store remained open, he’d perform at a new local venue.
“I need to get out of here.” She rushed past the crowd, with Kade following behind. When she set foot on the pavement again, her panicked breaths doubled. What would she tell Isaac? Her mind spiraled.
“You okay?”
Without a word, she headed back to her apartment where she could brainstorm how to break the news to Isaac without ruining the arrangement they’d made the night before.
Kade trailed behind, asking question after question. “What’s wrong? You should be ecstatic. The store is hopping and since when do you speedwalk anywhere? Slow down, Tess.”
Tessa stopped once she stood in front of her building and caught her breath. Her lungs were on fire, but there was a chill in her bones. Her eyes closed and hoped the heat of the sun beaming on her skin would be enough to burn the chill away. Would Isaac be mad? At her? She did have fun pegging him a handsome asshole and plucking on his nerves, but after last night, she enjoyed the tone they ended on.
Kade held her shoulders. “Why do you look so mad?”
Her lips were in a tight line and her hands were balled into fists. Instead of involving her in his plans, he’d done what he always had, commandeered her project and made decisions without her knowledge. Had he spoken to her first, knowing she’d met with Isaac the night before, she would have told Kade to drop it.
She inhaled a deep breath to calm her racing heart. She didn’t want to say anything she’d regret, instead, she held his cheek in her hand and said, “Thank you for your help, but I’ve got it from here. Okay?” She left him on the sidewalk and raced up the three flights of stairs to her apartment.
Tessa slammed the door behind her, needing to take her anger out on something. Ready to text Isaac, she reached for her phone, but decided against it and sat on the light-gray bench by her window to peer onto the street below instead.
One of Tessa’s favorite pastimes was people-watching. Beside her favorite mustard-yellow, velvet reading chair, sitting by the window was the second-best seat in her apartment. Sitting there on a rainy day with a blanket on her lap and a book in her hand, hearing raindrops hit the glass as she transported herself into a literary adventure, gave Tessa life.
Down below was a bustling strip of sidewalk, people walking, some shoulder to shoulder, while others strolled solo in various states of haste. Everyone wore bright clothing with not one speck of a dark hue to be seen. Their clothing wasn’t the only aspect that oozed happiness and cheer. Their expressions matched; not a scowl in sight, just smiling, content faces.
With Tessa in a state of pure confusion, every content face irked her more. She pressed her forehead to the cool glass and watched the foot traffic below. A slim-framed man with legs like matchsticks tipped his hat to an elderly woman whose arm was tucked in the crook of her husband’s elbow. It was obvious they were soulmates. The man’s hand was placed over hers as they trotted down the narrow path in no real hurry. Even their strides were in sync, matching each step beat for beat. She would have hated being stuck behind them if they weren’t so damn adorable.
Matchstick man continued down the sidewalk, tipping his hat to every lady he passed. Tessa figured he was either so in love that a permanent smile was tattooed on his face, or he was on a mission to lock eyes with everyone until he found his true match. After Matchstick man rounded the corner, she became bored with the new set of walkers making their way onto her stage and was left to think about her own soulmate.
Her butt grew numb after sitting there for hours, mind blank from thinking and overthinking for the better part of her day as the sun had made its descent. She needed to get out of the house and talk to someone who would give her the best advice possible. Her sister.
On her walk, she texted Maggie, but didn’t get a response. Her mood dove deeper. Six feet under, to be exact. With each stride she took, her feet hit the cement harder than before. She couldn’t wait to get to her sister’s house and see Rose’s face. Those chubby cheeks and dimples would surely be enough to brighten her spirits. Tessa didn’t want to admit it, but she missed the overwhelming happiness she’d woken up with. After Isaac heard the news, she didn’t know if she’d wake up like that again.
After two knocks on the door, she pushed it open. Unlike the last time she’d visited her sister’s house, no crowd huddled near the doorway or living room.
“Hello?” Tessa called out.
“Tess?” Maggie shouted from one of the back rooms. “What are you doing here?”
Tessa walked through the house and into the spare bedroom upon hearing a commotion. “What’s going on in here?”
Her mother, father, Maggie, and Rose were in the spare room, each performing a separate task. Her father was measuring a wall while her mom held up various shades of yellow paint swatches against the wall. Maggie stood back with her hands on her hips and a puss on her face. And then there was Rose, the most entertaining of the bunch, dancing in the center of the empty bedroom, watching her pink skirt kick up higher the quicker she spun.
Tessa leaned against the doorframe with a subtle grin, watching all the people she loved being, undoubtedly, themselves. “What’s going on in here?”
Maggie turned to her sister. “Dad swears we have enough room for the crib and dresser along this wall. I say we don’t. Mom wants to paint because the ‘current color doesn’t stimulate a baby’s senses enough.’ And this one”—she pointed to Rose—“is just a lunatic.”
Tessa approached Rose, who staggered about. Even her eyes danced. She gathered her niece in her arms in one fluid swoop. “And how does being crazy help anyone?”
Rose giggled in her arms as Tessa tickled the sensitive spot under Rose’s chin. “I was spinning so they don’t get bored and fall asleep.”
“Ah!” Dad shouted and startled everyone in the room. “Ya see here? Between the dresser and crib, that’s one-hundred-thirteen inches. You have one-hundred-fifteen. More than enough room.”
“Did you account for the lip on the dresser?”
The two argued, tossing numbers and equations about. It wasn’t the salvation that Tessa came for. Rose chased behind her, so the rest of the family could argue in peace.
“Did you come to play with me?”
Tessa beamed. “Pfft. What kind of question is that? You know I didn’t come to hear everyone arguing. Why are they fussing with the nursery already?”
Rose shrugged. “Daddy left for dumb work, and Mommy said it needed to be finished before she got too big.” Rose tugged on Tessa’s arm, pulling her down. “I think she means fat.”
Tessa summoned Rose with her finger, and whispered back, “Too late.”
Rose giggled behind her hands, and then wrapped one of Tessa’s curls around her pudgy finger. “Can I play with your hair?”
With no plans for her immediate future, Tessa agreed. Who would care if her hair was a huge, puffy, tangled mess? Anyone worth seeing was in this house or on the verge of cursing her name to the heavens.
“Sure, but no combs. The last time you used a comb, it took me an hour to untangle it.” One by one, Tessa had to free each strand of hair from the thin-toothed comb. If there hadn’t been so much hair caught, she might’ve cut it free to save time. “But,” she added a request of her own. “Only if I can do your hair afterward.” 
Maggie rolled her eyes as she left the room. “I swear, Dad is getting more stubborn with age. He’s anal about everything.” 
“You think Mom knows about Dad’s secret pleasures?”
“And you’re getting more immature.” Maggie’s shoulders shook, and she retched. “Gross. You know what I mean. He’s so hard-headed, no one can tell him anything.” 
Maggie was right. He would fight tooth and nail on a subject, and even after someone proved him wrong, he would backtrack and switch the facts to confuse them into thinking he was right all along.
While their mom and dad caught in their own argument, Rose skipped into her bedroom and emerged with a red wagon, which she dragged behind her into into the bathroom to fill it with hair supplies and accessories. Tessa was already regretting her decision. 
Tessa watched her sister stir her foot in the tall pot. Maggie wore a content expression with her hair wrapped in a leopard-printed silk scarf and a cooking apron tied in a perfect bow in the back. Admiring her from across the room, Tessa wondered if she’d be anything like her sister after she got married. She was a true superhero with a million and one talents on top of the growing a human baby inside her. 
Isaac popped into her head. Even though they hadn’t shared so much as a kiss, she wondered what their future looked like together, if he didn’t strangle her after today. Married, living in a house with a cat or a dog running about. Did he want kids? She’d always fantasized about having kids, but it never seemed real enough to excite her. Until now. Her insides fluttered at the images of not one, but two—a boy with dark hair, almost black and curly like hers, and a little girl with lighter hair that matched Isaac’s. Both would have the perfect blend of her deeper complexion and Isaac’s fair skin tone.
“You ready?” Rose squeaked.
Pulled from her reverie, she shook those images away and nodded.
“Are you staying for dinner?” Maggie asked.
“Depends. Is that oxtails I’m smelling?”
“Yeah. Dad said he’d build the crib if I made them. Oxtails, rice, and peas and vegetables.”
“Hold the veg, and I’m in.”
Maggie sighed. “So, what do we owe the pleasure? Feeling guilty about ditching us for your work dinner last night?”
Rose pulled Tessa’s hair from the elastic, and her coils tumbled past her shoulders. After Rose pulled her dark mane back, she grunted as she struggled to hold all of Tessa’s hair in her tiny hand.
“I needed a makeover.”
Maggie laughed from the kitchen. “Didn’t get the outcome you wanted?”
Tessa’s head jerked back and forth with each one of Rose’s tugs. She was strong for her tiny stature.
“I guess I did, but now it’s complicated.”
“Mm-hmm,” she sang with a suggestive tone and brows raised. “I tried calling you this morning to see how it went, but you didn’t answer. Let me guess, woke up around two?”
“Noon. You know me well.”
“You should have been a professional pillow tester. I wish I could sleep past seven. I’ve always been jealous of that, especially now.”
“That’s more my speed than answering phones.”
Maggie finished in the kitchen and sat across from Tessa, whose hair was put into two low, messy pigtails. Small butterfly clips in a rainbow of colors were clipped into her thick hair, although stuck might’ve been a more accurate term.
“You okay? Your brooding is a different shade of gloomy today.”
Tessa let out a long breath. “I came here to talk about it, but I’m trying to have a relaxing hair treatment,” she said and then hissed when Rose clipped a butterfly on the tip of her ear. “Talk later.”
She closed her eyes and tried to enjoy Rose playing with her hair, but with every tug, it was becoming more difficult to ignore the snapping of her strands.
“Kota away on business again?”
Maggie nodded. “Third time this month, but he’ll be back by Thursday. Are you blowing us off again on Friday?” 
Tessa shook her pigtails from side to side.
“Any requests?”
“I dunno, surprise me.”
Maggie scoffed. “Great. That means make a spread to please all your taste buds.”
“Now you’re just turning me on.”
Rose put the finishing touches on her hairstyle and patted Tessa’s head as she turned her neck. There was at least a half dozen more clips fastened to her hair. Rose handed Tessa her pink princess mirror. It was big enough for a doll, not a full grown adult.
“Is the prince coming to dinner?” Tessa’s free hand touched the back of her hair. She was right. Everywhere she touched, more butterflies and bows were clipped into her hair. “Why all the bling, squirt?”
Rose laughed. “Mommy said you’re going to meet your soulmate soon.”
Should I tell everyone the big news now? She plucked her phone from her back pocket and checked for a message from him. Nothing.
Tessa hated that her mood became reliant on another person’s attention overnight. She toyed with the idea that it could be the initial stages of dating and nothing more. Either way, she hated it. She’d rather be her own reason for a crappy mood not because Isaac was ghosting her.
“Ooh. Very pretty, but don’t quit your day job, kiddo.” Tessa adjusted a few clips that were tugging her hair and spun toward Rose. “Your turn, mop top. Your mom has been neglecting your hair. Grab me the spray bottle and two hair ties.”
Rose took off. Her pink skirt flapped behind her, and in a flash, Rose rushed back out, nearly tripping over her untied laces before jumping into Tessa’s lap.
Maggie scoffed. “She runs and hides when I mention her hair. Let your grandma do it, just once, and you’ll learn really fast at how good you have it with me as your mom,” she said to Rose.
Tessa leaned down, closer to Rose’s ear as if to share a secret. “Your grandma would pull our hair so tight we’d have headaches for weeks. I’ll never need a face-lift.”
Tessa stretched her face with her hands, and Rose turned to see. Rose’s giggles were too cute to pass up a quick smooch on her cheek.
Maggie returned to the kitchen while Tessa brushed and combed Rose’s ebony hair and hooked her niece up with two cute space buns. She finished the look with matching pink bows sitting near each polished bun. Rose peered into the tiny mirror, and then ran into the bedroom to show her grandparents.
Mom left the room, holding her head. “I told your father to read the instructions, but he knows everything. Now, he’s got extra parts and doesn’t know where they belong.”
Maggie groaned in the kitchen. “I knew I shouldn’t have brought up the crib or dresser in front of him.”
Mom turned to Tessa. “Where’s your sidekick?”
The pleasant mood Rose put Tessa in shattered. She eyed her mother, a sidelong glance that could freeze water.
Her mother’s light eyes widened. “What? Did something happen between you two?”
Tessa nodded. “His help has potentially made matters worse for me.”
Tessa’s mother huffed. “You know he likes to take charge. You never needed boundaries before, but after you meet your life partner, you’ll need to set some.” She stood from the couch, not realizing how right she was with Tessa’s current predicament. “Rose, set the table with Tessie, please.”
Tessa scooped up her four-year-old niece. “Come on, squirt, grab me the forks out of the drawer. I’m hungry.” She put her down, and Rose did as she commanded.
Everyone took their rightful place at the table. Although the food smelled amazing, and Maggie’s oxtails were Tessa’s favorite dish, her appetite faded when she noticed Isaac still hadn’t responded to Tessa’s last message. If he found out about today’s events, maybe it was for the best she hadn’t heard from him. She didn’t want to be on the receiving end of his anger and frustration just yet.
Tessa’s mom moved the food on her plate, scooping up the cabbage and mixed vegetables with her fork, and glanced at her youngest daughter. “Your squabble with Kade bothering you that much?”
Caught in her own reverie, Tessa wasn’t paying attention to everyone talking around her. The secrets she held, the favor Kade asked for, and all the conflicting emotions surrounding him after her match with Isaac ran through her mind.
Tessa’s father cleared his throat. “Earth to Tessa.”
It wasn’t until her niece nudged her arm that Tessa looked up from her barely eaten plate of food. “Huh?”
Mom’s fork clanked on the ceramic and she took a hard look at her. “Tessa, spill it.” Her motherly tone set Tessa’s spine straight.
She willed her frustrated tears to stay at bay. Her mom’s fierce glare gained momentum the longer she directed her piercing stare at Tessa.
“Um…” She paused until she figured out how to come clean. She exhaled. “I have something to share with all of you.”
Every set of eyes turned toward her. She hated the attention. No one ate their food, no one moved or blinked an eye. And then there was Rose. A little less occupied with Tessa’s news, she shoved a spoonful of rice and peas into her mouth. Most of the rice fell onto her lap, but while she chewed, she shifted her dark doe-eyes toward Tessa, too.
The silence Tessa usually felt comforted by now became unbearable. Terrified by all the attention, she blurted, “I met him.”
Nothing happened. There was no recognition expressed on any of their faces, like Tessa had hoped to see. They didn’t put the pieces together, only continued staring as if she was leaving out the most important context. To Tessa, it was obvious. It was the topic of damn near every conversation leading up to her birthday, and now they acted as if they were clueless. Angered that her family was making her say it aloud, she dropped her fork down and leaned back in her chair with her arms folded across her chest.
“I met him. My soulmate.”
Her family processed the information, and it was as if she had frozen them all. No one moved. No one blinked. Those five words might have given heart attacks to everyone. Rose jabbed a chunk of oxtail and took a bite, staring at her empty fork. At least Tessa hadn’t killed her niece.
Then, as if everyone rehearsed their timing, all the adults chimed in at once. None of it was audible to Tessa’s ears. Mom had tears glistening on her pale, heart-shaped face, mouthing something like, “finally.” Dad clapped once, and then mentioned Kade’s name, but Tessa couldn’t hear anything else. Maggie laughed with a snort, and then narrowed her sights toward her younger sister, a look that did all but comfort her. It was a chaotic mess.
“When did it happen? Today?” Maggie asked.
Her mother dismissed her eldest daughter. “It doesn’t matter. This is amazing news. I told you; you can’t fight destiny. Suck it up, buttercup, and enjoy the ride. Who is he? Tell us all about him.”
Maggie eyed her mother again. “Mom, she literally just turned thirty. What’s the odds of that?”
Tessa shouted, “It happened last Friday. Before my birthday.” Saying it out loud lifted some of the weight off her chest and freed herself of the secret. And she hadn’t even told them the entire story.
“What?” Maggie’s jaw dropped. “That’s impossible. You must’ve been mistaken.”
There was no mistaking it. The whirlwind had swept her and Isaac away together. It was an experience she couldn’t forget and couldn’t mistake for anything else.
“Tess, what did it feel like? You never make eye contact, so you probably just got nervous or something when you glanced up. You’ve always been the dramatic one.”
Her mother shooed Maggie’s concern away. “When it happens, you know. It’s unmistakable.”
And then there was her dad’s comment. “The infamous duo is over.” Dad joked. “That’ll be an adjustment for everyone.”
Maggie’ shook her head but said nothing.
Tessa covered her ears with her hands. “Can we not talk about it, please? A lot has happened, and I’m still processing it. I haven’t even told Kade yet, so no one better tell him,” Tessa warned, and eyed everyone around the table. “Frankly, you all were wrong, though. My world doesn’t revolve around him. I still feel like me, just different.”
A hush fell over the room. Mom did little to hide her gleaming grin, but Maggie respected Tessa’s wishes and wore the perfect poker face.
“Guess we’re adding another place setting to the table. Bring him Friday. There’s always more than enough food,” Maggie suggested.
“Here?” Tessa wasn’t sure she was ready to bring him around everyone. Once she did, it made it very real and permanent. “I’ll think about it.”
Everyone proceeded with their meals in silence. This time, Tessa enjoyed the quiet.
After dinner, while everyone else cleaned up, Tessa sat on the swing in her sister’s backyard while Rose chased down every lightning bug she could catch.
Their backyard was Tessa’s oasis. Aside from the random curse words Tessa’s father shouted as he put the crib together inside, it was peaceful and serene. Rose was too young to comprehend what was happening to Tessa. If she had, she would have asked a million questions. But even though she was four, her age had never stopped her from trying to understand grown-up problems. 
“Why are you sad?” Rose asked in a hushed tone. Rose was remarkably familiar with her aunt’s preference for peace, so she understood, no matter the weight of the question, it was best to ask in a soft tone. 
She stared into her niece’s big, curious eyes. “Silly, peanut.” She tickled Rose under her chin. “How can I be sad when I’m hanging out with my favorite girl?” Tessa poked her belly, and Rose tried to block another jab. 
“You met a boy?” Rose asked in a sing-song tone. 
“I did.” 
Rose tilted her head with her finger on her dimpled chin. “Do you love him?” 
“Hey, hey, hey. It’s too soon to throw that word around.” 
That was something Tessa wondered, too. He was her soulmate. She was supposed to love him, but was it real love or manufactured from their unconscious connection? Would love ever be on her terms, or was it instant upon meeting one’s destined partner? She knew she couldn’t be in love. She hardly knew the guy, but she hated that she would forever question the validity of her feelings. 
“Do you like him more than Uncle Kade?” 
Tessa’s head fell toward her lap. Who would have thought a four-year-old’s question would catch her breath like a powerful punch to her gut? Tessa cursed herself for sharing that secret with Rose a year ago, but she’d never thought Rose would remember. Rose stood silent for what seemed like minutes, waiting for an answer. 
“I don’t know, Rose. Maybe. Maybe not. Once Kade matches, I doubt any of us will see much of him.” 
Rose’s bottom lip jutted out. “Why? I love Uncle Kade.” 
“Get in line, kid.” 
Rose stomped her feet with a huff and ran back into the house, sulking. 
Alone with her thoughts, Tessa lifted her feet off the ground and began ascending. The higher she got, the more she realized keeping Kade in the dark was selfish. She needed to come clean to him for the sake of her future with Isaac. But first, she needed to tell Isaac about what happened at the bookstore.
As she descended, she pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed Isaac’s number, rather than waiting for his text. Before the first ring finished, he answered. When he said her name frantically, her stomach turned to Jell-O. She couldn’t tell if he was angry or excited. Or both.
“I’m so sorry, Tessa. Half the day I didn’t have a signal, and then I dropped my phone into a sewer grate. I bought a new phone, but then I realized I hadn’t backed up my contacts since adding your info.” He took a long breath and sighed. “Was praying you would call. I swear, I will never forget your number ever again.”
The tension in her chest eased and she laughed. “Sounds like someone had an eventful day.”
“I thought I’d have to wait until Monday to call your job because I didn’t want you thinking I was stalking you if I stopped by your apartment.”
Tessa laughed. His voice soothed her nerves and washed away her sadness.
“How was your day?” Isaac asked.
A lump formed in her throat, but she swallowed it down. “Um.” She hesitated to tell him, but she hated keeping secrets more. It was best to come clean. “A few things happened today. Good news or bad news first?”
“Good.”
“I told my family about you. About us. You’re invited to dinner on Friday.”
He said, shyly, “How’d that go?”
She sighed into the phone. “A mixed bag of emotions. I couldn’t lie to them. I told them when it happened, too. I understand if it’s too soon to come. You don’t have to come,” she blurts. 
“No, no. I’d love to go. I’m flying out for a few days, but I’ll be back by then. You won’t ever see me passing up a chance to spend time with you. And I’d love to meet your family.” He took a breath. “What’s the bad news?”
That posed harder to explain, but she hoped it wouldn’t cause too much of a rift between them. “Well… You know how I started the petition. Kade, my best friend, helped with it. He’s the one with the large social circle because he’s a royalty specialist for a music company. Well, unbeknownst to me, he called in a favor, and an artist promoted the store.”
Tessa paused, waiting for Isaac’s reaction, but he said nothing.
“We went there today, and it was… busy.”
Isaac groaned into the receiver and then sighed. “That sucks for me, but it makes sense why Mr. Valentine didn’t return my call today.” He groaned again.
Tessa didn’t understand why, maybe it was the connection screwing with her emotions, but her eyes bordered with tears. “I’m so sorry.” Unable to stop them, tears lined her cheeks, and she sniffled into the receiver. Out of her own confusion, she said aloud, “I never cry around anyone.”
Silence filled her ears until she heard him sigh. They had spent little time together, but she had already familiarized herself with a few of Isaac’s mannerisms. Still, she wondered what his expression looked like now.
“Well, I’m not just anyone, Tess.” His tone was soothing and warm. “I’m your soulmate.”
She chuckled into the phone and wiped her nose with the sleeve of her shirt. She’d expected him to go off the rails and voice his annoyance because of her interference again, but was met with the opposite. “Guess everything is different with you, huh?”
“Can I tell you something? You might not believe it, or maybe you will, but we’re very similar, you and me. I bottle my emotions, too. Can’t walk around throwing a hissy fit if I get outbid on a property or if someone’s friend throws a wrench into my plans,” Isaac said, but maintained his even, calm tone. “It sucks, but it is what it is. We can’t change or take it back. Let’s find the positives.”
Tessa couldn’t believe how understanding he was being. It made her feel unworthy. Did she deserve him? Isaac seemed too good to be true.
The more he soothed her with his kind words, the more upset it made her. “What positive is there if the owner isn’t interested in selling anymore? You said it yourself; your plans made the most sense there, and I don’t want to admit it, but saving the bookstore sounds lame compared to your project. What you’re trying to do is admirable.”
“Don’t discount what you’ve done. You said it yourself; the store was busy. You might’ve opened the eyes of new readers. And when you open your store, you’ll know how to drum up business. Now,” he said with a firmer touch, “you let me worry about what happens next. Okay? If you want to help, please tell your friend to stop requesting favors. In the meantime, do you have plans for tomorrow?”
The weight eased on her chest. Even breathing came easier. After a long, drawn in breath, she said, “Tomorrow is my play date with my four-year-old niece. I promised her we’d fly a kite.” And then the idea sprung to life. “You should stop by. She’ll be the harder nut to crack, but if Rose likes you, you’re golden.”
“Duly noted. Can’t wait to see you again,” he said, softly as if suddenly shy.
Tessa felt the heat rise to her cheeks, and even though she was alone in the backyard, she hid her smile behind her hand. “Me, too.”
“See you tomorrow, then.”
She disconnected the call and started swinging again. All her stress was exorcised. With her family knowing the truth, the full truth, and Isaac’s understanding nature, the only thing left to worry about was revealing her secret to Kade.
Tired from all the day’s stressful events, she couldn’t sum up enough energy to slay that dragon yet. A conversation like that required thought, a few lists, and a full dress rehearsal of how she’d present her news, nothing that would get resolved tonight.
Tonight, she planned on replaying her dream until she released the only tension that still lingered in her body.




Chapter nine

After a tennis match of back-and-forth texts with Isaac in the morning, Tessa held Rose’s hand as they walked into the park. The gusts of wind blew the leaves in every direction, but it was the perfect day for flying a kite. 
Rose’s cheerful grin was a mile long as she skipped beside her. Tessa had mentioned nothing about Isaac joining them, fearing if Rose knew beforehand, she’d make a fuss and refuse to go. Rose disliked being thrown into a situation where she was forced to meet new people, much like Tessa. But an impromptu meeting was a different story.
The strap of Tessa’s bag of snacks and fun dug into her shoulder. It was packed with enough water and treats for three instead of two. She couldn’t wait until they settled into their spot to free her sore shoulder while Rose dragged the picnic blanket on the grass. She tried telling Rose how to hold it better, but Rose was a stubborn one and did things her own way.
“How’s this spot?” Tessa asked as she dropped the bag onto the grass.
There was one section of the park, farther into the immense city grounds that Tessa and Rose preferred. It was quieter than the main section, where few frequented. The area offered an open field of grass with fewer people spread out. It was perfect for a fun game of tag or flying a kite like she had planned for today. Fewer people lounging on blankets meant less annoyed faces when her wiry niece laughed and shouted louder than a bullhorn.
Three feet away, Rose asked, “How about here?”
“It’s the same thing, kiddo.”
She put both hands on her hips with a bit of sass. “No. Over here has these flowers.”
Tessa dragged her bag to where Rose stood and saw the flowers she was referring to. “Those are weeds, but whatever. You’re the boss.”
They had a routine they followed every other Sunday, and they stuck with it today. Tessa and Rose spread the large blanket on the grass. Rose lugged the portable car seat to one corner to anchor it in place. Tessa brought it along to every playdate in case Rose didn’t have the energy to walk back home and she needed to call a taxi.
Rose picked up two large bottles of water and eyed the third. She looked at the ones in her hand and counted. “One, two. Three. Why are there three bottles?” she asked as she placed each one in the corners.
Damn, she was smart. “If you get out of hand, I’m dumping it on your head and telling your mom you jumped into the pond. Again. You’re gonna get into so much trouble,” Tessa teased.
Rose laughed, and then her face lit up. “Can we go swimming?” The wind kicked up, and Rose moved the stray hairs from her eyes.
“Um. No. It is not summer out. Give it a few months.”
Rose sulked but sat in front of Tessa for phase two of their routine. Sunscreen. Tessa applied sunscreen on Rose’s face and arms.
“What are we doing first?” Tessa hated asking. It either took half the afternoon for Rose to answer, or she insisted they play at the playground, which was on the opposite side of the park.
Rose put her finger on her chin. After a few moments passed, Rose’s eyes lit up. “Soccer?”
Tessa sighed and moaned as she rose to her feet. “You always pick soccer because you know you’ll win.”
Rose skipped from the blanket and stood a few feet away from her aunt, waiting for Tessa to blow up the inflatable ball and roll it her way. Out of all the games involving a ball that Rose could have picked, Tessa preferred soccer. She purposefully didn’t run quick enough to stop any goals. The way Rose beamed when she scored a point was what Tessa loved seeing the most.
Tessa kicked the ball toward Rose, and before she was about to kick it, she tripped over her clumsy feet. She popped back up and said, “I’m okay!”
They took turns kicking the ball. Tessa dragged her feet and the ball rolled past her.
Rose jumped up and down, performing a celebratory dance and shouting loudly. “I win. I win. You lose. You lose.”
She held her hands above her head and spun in a dance with her eyes closed and her tongue out. Tessa grabbed her phone and snapped a few pictures before sending them to Maggie. After her eighth goal, Rose wanted to fly her kite. The two of them sat on the blanket, side by side, and opened the new kite Tessa had bought earlier that morning. It wasn’t interesting or uniquely shaped, just a basic kite with bright pink plastic that would last long enough to entertain Rose for the time being until it bored her and she wanted to move onto their next fun activity.
Rose ripped opened the plastic as Tessa read the instructions. She was surprised that she still needed the step-by-step guide after constructing about fifteen of them over the last year. Rose, the best assistant she ever had, sat patiently as Tessa pointed to the next part she needed.
“Hey,” a soft voice said.
Butterflies ran amok in Tessa’s belly. As she glanced up, she couldn’t hide her smile. Isaac didn’t hide his. If her niece hadn’t been there, she might’ve jumped into his arms and buried her face in the crook of his neck, dragging slow exploratory kisses along his pale, taut skin.
Instead, she responded coolly from the blanket below. “Hey. What are you doing here?” Tessa asked and then winked, hoping he’d follow her lead.
At first, Isaac’s brow furrowed, and then he grinned. “Oh, you know. Seemed like a lovely day for a stroll.”
Tessa eyed his outfit. From the first day she’d met him, he’d been decked out in professional attire, but today, he dressed casually—a white polo shirt, slim-cut jeans, a tan belt, and white sneakers. He looked more youthful, not the cutthroat business entrepreneur she knew he was. Tessa was a fan of his sleek suits, but his toned-down attire was just as appealing.
Rose crawled and hid behind Tessa’s back as she clutched onto the hem of her shirt.
“Rose, don’t be shy.” Tessa turned to her niece and pulled her out of hiding, sitting in the center of her crossed legs. She wrapped her arms around Rose, hugging her tight, and kissed between the two buns that were still adorned with pink bows. “Rose, this is Isaac. My friend.”
As Tessa introduced Rose to Isaac, Isaac knelt and held out his hand. “Hi Rose. It’s nice to meet you.”
After a little coercing, she shook his hand, but it snapped back right after.
“I don’t know if you’re interested, but,” Isaac said and he reached into a dark bag. He pulled out a giant package and said, “I was thinking about flying a kite today. The store only had this princess one.”
With the word princess, Rose’s eyes widened to check out Isaac’s kite. She removed Tessa’s arms from around her and crawled to get a closer look. Her eyes grew wider, and she turned back to Tessa.
“Do you think we could switch?” Isaac asked Rose. “Look, the pink in your kite matches the pink on my socks.” He lifted the hem of his jeans and flashed Rose his flamingo-printed socks.
Tessa chuckled. “What do you think? Should switch with him?”
Rose didn’t say a word, only stood up and cupped Tessa’s ear. She whispered, “We’re going to need his help. It looks complimicated.”
Tessa gasped, and Rose giggled behind her hands. “The nerve.” Tessa shook her head as Rose ran behind her again, choking her in a tight embrace around her neck.
“She wants to know if you can help us build it. She thinks I’m not smart enough to figure it out.”
Isaac asked if he could sit on their blanket, and Rose nodded and plopped on Tessa’s lap again, pulling Tessa’s arms around her. He opened the package and unfolded the extensive instructions. After a few minutes of watching Isaac read to himself, Rose jumped up and started tumbling on the grass as Tessa looked on.
Tessa scooted closer to him. “Thanks for coming.”
They met each other’s eyes with mirroring smiles.
“Thanks for the invite. She’s adorable, just like her aunt.”
Tessa’s teeth dug into her lower lip to stop herself from grinning wider.
Isaac moved beside Tessa and spread all the parts in front of them. The two shared playful glances as Isaac snapped one rod after the next into place. Rose was a few feet away, entertaining herself, running around, tripping, screaming that she was okay, and doing it all over again. Together, they laughed as they watched her from the blanket. Occasionally, Rose returned for status updates on Isaac’s progress and huffed when it wasn’t completed fast enough.
“This is taking forever,” she drawled. “It’s going to be bedtime soon.” She stomped off again and kicked at the grass.
“Had I realized I needed an engineering degree to put this together, I would have gotten a different one.” Isaac picked up the manual again and read a few pages before finally figuring it out. He applied the decorative touches, and said, “Ready to fly?” he asked and turned toward Tessa.
She checked her watch. “Well, it’s almost bedtime, but sure.”
Tessa called Rose over to the blanket, and Rose’s eyes grew big. The three-dimensional, diamond-shaped kite had an image of a princess wearing a glittery crown on the nylon and pink streamers with bows dangled from the end. It was the most elaborate kite Tessa had ever seen in person.
Isaac stood and handed her the constructed kite, but instead of taking it, she squished her cheek against his jeans and hugged his leg.
“Ready to fly, Rose?” he asked and handed her the spool of string. “I’ll stand over there, and when I say go, you run that way.”
Rose nodded and waited. The moment he gave her the signal, Rose bolted, and the kite lifted into the air. Tessa helped Rose hold the string, giving it more of a lead until it soared at a safe and steady distance above them. Rose squealed, ooh’d and ahh’d.
“You got it?” Tessa asked. “I’m going to let go, and you’ll be doing it by yourself.”
She nodded, and Tessa stepped away to snap more pictures to send Maggie as her niece struggled with the spool of string clutched in both her hands. Her enthusiasm faded, and fear surfaced as she gave it more of a lead, inching higher in the sky. “It’s getting too heavy to hold,” she cried out.
Before Tessa could run back, Isaac jumped in to help Rose, and the two of them flew the princess kite together. With each in frame, Tessa snapped pictures of Isaac and Rose laughing and smiling together. She’d seen nothing purer.
Isaac turned toward Tessa and waved her over, but Tessa shook her head.
“Please, Tessie. Pretty please.” Rose handed the reins to Isaac and ran toward her aunt. She grabbed her hand, dragging Tessa toward Isaac. “It’s fun. Don’t be scared. We will help you.”
Tessa stood in front of Isaac, and he wrapped his arms around her with the spool of string in his hand. Tessa grabbed it from him, but instead of giving her full control, he placed his hands over hers, and held on to the kite together. Isaac steered the diamond-shaped kite to the left, and Rose got a kick out of watching it dance near the clouds. Tessa pressed her back against Isaac’s chest. Their bodies stood flush against one another. She melted against him. Tessa rested her head on his chest, wanting more of her body to touch his as Isaac leaned down and left a soft peck on her temple while Rose was entertained by the spinning kite. It was a soft touch, nothing to get hot and bothered about, but Tessa wanted more. She made sure he was holding the spool when she spun to face him.
He took his eyes off the sky and focused on her. “Everything okay?”
“Mm-hmm,” she hummed, and then raised her arms around his neck and pulled him closer. She pressed her lips on his, a brief peck that packed a powerful punch.
His smile was undeniable. “What was that for?”
She spun back around. “No reason.” Tessa grabbed the reins again, ready to see how high the princess could fly. If Isaac had anything to do with it, the sky had no limits.
He leaned into her ear. “Then I can’t wait to see what I get when I give you a reason.” He released his grip and gave Tessa full control.
[image: image-placeholder]The three of them sat on Tessa’s plaid blanket and set up the snacks she’d brought for their picnic. Rose gathered the water bottles and put one in front of Tessa and Isaac. Rose placed her own next to her new best friend as Tessa handed out the snack-size bags of pretzels and fruit cups she’d picked up at the store. Luckily for Tessa, Rose hadn’t realized Tessa brought three of everything. 
“I picked up stuff, too,” Isaac added and dug into his bag. He placed prepared sandwiches in the middle of the blanket. “I didn’t know what anyone liked, so I bought options.”
Tessa looked at the four sandwiches and handed Rose the turkey and cheese, then plucked the ham and Swiss for herself as Isaac reached for the Italian combo.
Rose picked up a bag of pretzels and looked like a raccoon trying to tear open the package. She was tugging at the plastic, eating it, practically punching it.
Tessa held out her hand. “Give it to me; I’ll open it.”
Rose shook her head, turned to Isaac, and said, “Can you help me please?”
It wasn’t as if it was a big ask, but Tessa’s smile grew. Rose was comfortable around Isaac, a feat she didn’t think possible that soon. He tore open the package and handed it back to her. She offered him a pretzel. He gladly accepted.
As Isaac bit into his sandwich, he noticed Rose eyeing his.
“Wanna try it?” he asked her.
She nodded.
Tessa stared in awe as he handed Rose the other half of his sandwich. She took a big bite and shimmed on the blanket. When he gave her the rest, Rose handed Isaac the other half of her turkey and cheese. As Rose ate and danced, Isaac mimicked her until they both smiled at each other.
Tessa leaned back on her palms and admired the adorable sights. It was a perfect day. Not only was the weather beautiful, but she’d spent the afternoon with her favorite little person and Isaac, her new favorite adult. She imagined similar afternoons like it in the future and wondered what else they could do with Rose. He was great with her niece, patient and kind, and from her experience regarding the bookstore, there wasn’t a doubt that his patience extended beyond children. He’d been nothing but kind toward Tessa, a true gentleman. She wished he’d be slightly less gentlemanly and make a move, although in front of Rose wasn’t ideal.
Rose jumped up from the blanket and sat in Isaac’s lap. Tessa’s heart nearly melted while the two finished their sandwiches, until Rose started losing steam. She yawned and leaned on the crook of his elbow, half-lying and half-sitting with her eyes held shut.
“Rose, do not fall asleep. We still have the walk home.”
“But I’m sleepy,” she groaned.
“I can drive you back to her house,” Isaac offered. “Let her rest. She had a busy day.”
Curled in his lap, Rose dozed off.
“Do you want kids?” Tessa asked him.
He made a retching sound, and Tessa’s heart sank in a way she never imagined it would. “Kidding. Honestly, before we met, I hadn’t formed an opinion either way. But watching you with this little one,” he said and pointed to the snoring toddler in his lap, “I’m forming one.”
He propped Rose’s head on his leg and leaned back on his palms, careful not to disturb her. “Whenever I’m around you, I want to share things I shouldn’t.” He sighed, as if debating whether to continue his thoughts aloud. “Like talking about the future. I enjoy discussing our future, but I don’t like assuming it’s a given. Granted, we both know what happens after a year passes. Why wouldn’t people move forward with the ceremony?”
Tessa nodded. There wasn’t one story she’d read that had a happy conclusion for those folks. “Who wants to sign their own death certificate?”
“Exactly. They teach us to follow the steps. Lock eyes. Perform the ceremony. Become bonded, and live happily ever after,” he added with a sharp, regimented voice. “I hate wondering if you’d like me if we weren’t linked. And I hate sounding like a pathetic softy right now,” he added with a chuckle. “Talk about showing a vulnerable side.” His gaze fell.
Tessa thought it was the bond that made them feel comfortable enough to show another side of themselves they would have normally kept hidden.
He drew in a long breath and turned his gaze back toward Tessa. “If only we’d met beforehand, we wouldn’t question how we feel, and I wouldn’t sound too forward sharing my feelings. Does that make sense?”
It did. Perfect sense. “Here’s what I know. I enjoy getting to know you. It feels natural. You aren’t forcing me to the altar. We’re taking our time and acting as if our bond doesn’t exist. I don’t mind talking about the future because if how I’m feeling now is any indication, I’m looking forward to it.”
She sensed her truth brought him comfort and laid his concerns to rest.
“Brutal truth, Tessa. I can’t stop thinking about you.”
Tessa felt the heat rise inside her, and before she could overthink it, she said, “Brutal truth. I can’t stop thinking about what would have happened if Chef Faye hadn’t walked in on us.” After she confessed, Tessa hid behind her palms.
He laughed. “Brutal truth. The more time we spend together, I won’t care who walks in on us.”
As Tessa’s cheeks were about to burn clear off, Rose stirred in his lap with a soft moan. She crawled out of Isaac’s lap and into Tessa’s, resting her head on Tessa’s shoulder. “Tessie, I wanna go home.”
“Okay, peanut. We need to put our stuff away first, then we’ll head out.”
Isaac tossed their things into Tessa’s bag as she stood with Rose half-asleep in her arms. Rose’s dead weight was heavier than she remembered. Isaac folded the plaid blanket and lifted the kite off the ground.
“My car is parked in the lot near the playground.”
Tessa adjusted Rose in her arms, but Rose whined and reached for Isaac to take her. “I want him to carry me.”
“Traitor,” Tessa mumbled, and handed her niece over.
She tried helping by taking the bag off his shoulder, but he refused to let Tessa carry anything but Rose’s kite. With Rose propped on his hip, she wrapped her arm around his neck and nuzzled her cheek against his shoulder. Tessa walked along his side and laced her fingers with his as they walked through the park to Isaac’s car.
The car ride was just as quiet as the two shared silent smirk on their way to Maggie’s house, and during their quick ride home, Rose woke up from her nap.
Rose whined, “I want to hang out with Isaac more.”
“Look at you. Her favorite person now.” Tessa glanced at a smirking Isaac, proud of winning the approval of a four-year-old. “Don’t worry, Rose. You’ll see Isaac on Friday at dinner.”
She raised her short arms above her head and shouted, “Yippee! I can show him all the toys in my room.”
The car rolled up to the curb, and Tessa unbuckled her niece from the back seat. Still reeling about Friday, Rose didn’t bother saying goodbye before racing up the walkway to her front door. “Mommy, Mommy,” she shouted. “I made a new friend.”
“Thanks for driving us back.”
“Are you staying, or do you need a ride to your apartment?”
Tessa yawned. She was tired, too, and dreaded the walk home, lugging the car seat and everything else she’d brought with her. “I’ll be right back.”
Tessa rushed into her sister’s house and shouted she was heading out. She became nervous about the short car ride back to her apartment. She wondered if they’d finally share a body-tingling kiss, not like the one from her dream, and not as delicate as the one she surprised him with in the park.
Tessa belted herself in, and as he pulled away from the curb, he reached for her hand. There was so much warmth in the way his warm hand caressed hers, it calmed the flicker of nerves growing in her belly.
“I had fun today,” he said. “I thought getting Rose to like me would be like climbing Mount Everest.”
Tessa had thought so, too. When she’d introduced Rose to a friend once, a female friend, nothing her friend did made Rose smile or laugh. Her friend turned out to be no friend at all, using Tessa to gain access to Kade, always asking if he was coming along whenever they hung out. Rose was a better judge of character than Tessa ever was, so her reaction toward Isaac cemented Tessa’s opinion and validated the emotions swarming her insides.
Isaac got out of the car and opened Tessa’s door before retrieving her bag from the back seat.
“Got any plans tomorrow after work?” Isaac asked. His dashing smile sent her pulse racing.
Tessa lifted her finger to her chin as if to think. “Ugh. This week my schedule is so jam-packed with appointments and previous engagements. My calendar is swamped with saving businesses and helping old ladies cross the street. Of course, I’m free.”
“Meet me near the bench where we met.”
“It’s a date.”
“Damn,” he sighed. “I love the sound of that.” Isaac’s arms encircled Tessa, and he rested one hand in the small of her back.
She breathed in his scent, a cologne that was refreshing and exhilarating. Blood-orange, sandalwood, and something creamy. Vanilla, perhaps. It made her want to lick his skin. She wrapped her arms around his waist, and he leaned back, laying a soft peck on her cheek. It was sweet and endearing, everything that explained Isaac’s character.
She wanted more. She craved more, but the buildup of what lay ahead made her thankful they hadn’t sucked face on the sidewalk for all to witness.
“See you tomorrow.” He winked, got back into his car, and pulled off.
Tessa released a sigh, and then raced upstairs to plan her outfit for tomorrow… if the anticipation didn’t kill her first.




Chapter ten

Unlike any day prior, Tessa woke up before her alarm sounded. With the anticipation of her upcoming date, she barely slept through the night. What would they do? What should she wear? Would he shed that gentlemanly demeanor and pull her in for a real kiss? With almost a full two hours ahead of her morning routine, she tackled the day head-on instead of snuggling under the covers, praying to fall back asleep again until her alarm sounded. 
Music poured from her speakers as she shimmied around her apartment. It wasn’t her usual soundtrack of soft symphonies, violins, and pianos. Party beats got her dancing around her quaint, cluttered space after her shower, clad in a freshly dried, black towel as she plucked options from her closet, and tossed them onto her bed.
It was a new day. A new Tessa.
Nothing seemed perfect for her after-work date. In all fairness, she had little to no experience planning date outfits, period. Were they meeting at the park until he whisked her away to another obscure restaurant or taking her to a nearby café? Did he want to fly the kite again, or play a game of tag?
Frustrated with the options she tossed onto her bed, she stood inside her small walk-in closet and eyed her remaining clothes, most of which were her favorite color—black. Head-to-toe black, although it was her aesthetic, didn’t match her enthusiasm for the day.
Tessa plucked a dress from the far depths of her closet; one she’d worn to her parents’ anniversary party many moons ago. It was either that dress or one of Kade’s gifts, but she didn’t think dressing like a music video groupie was suitable for a date in the park.
Everyone had complimented her the night she wore the buttery yellow dress. She’d brushed their compliments aside because she couldn’t believe they’d interrupted her all-important task of holding up the wall. Maggie had joked the compliments stemmed from people’s surprise at seeing her bare legs, but it was a special occasion, and Tessa had thought it was best to celebrate her parents’ anniversary outside her usual box of jeans and leggings.
Once she slipped on the buttery yellow frock, she felt how she looked. Pretty. The flowing material accentuated her bosom, slender waist, and showed off her tanned legs. Even though the latter were only bare for showers and hadn’t seen sunlight in years, her natural golden glow never faded, thanks to her West Indies DNA. The soft yellow complemented her skin like no other hue.
She sat in front of her mirror and dried her hair. Instead of fussing with too much makeup, she tossed products in her bag to use after work. If she showed up at the office with a full, beat face, she’d garner too many questions. As it was, her outfit would already raise suspicion.
Once she finished getting ready, she sat by the window for her morning routine of people watching. But today, she wasn’t the only one creating stories for the people below.
While she peered at the sidewalk from her reading nook, she spoke with Isaac, sharing what she saw. He helped concoct backstories, even though he couldn’t see what she could. They laughed together until her cheeks hurt.
“It’s time to leave for work now, Tessa,” PITA chimed.
Tessa moaned. “I need to head out. Talk later?”
“You mean, see you later?”
A giggle bubbled over. “Yes. I’ll see you later,” she corrected with a grin permanently etched on her mouth.
On her walk to work, Tessa’s chin held high and lifted her eyes off the pavement. Since matching with Isaac, she needn’t worry about eye contact anymore. The deed was done. No one was off limits.
The birds chirped in nearby trees; she saw a young girl, who reminded her of Rose, wearing a cheesy grin and pigtails with bright orange bows that complemented the pepperoni slices of the cartoon pizza printed on her graphic tee. The sun felt magical on Tessa’s skin, and with each inhale, she could almost taste the freshly baked goods as she walked by a nearby bakery. Vivid pops of color, the freshness of the air, and the sharp sounds were overwhelming, but Tessa enjoyed the enhanced version of her world that seemed to have changed overnight, but truthfully, she was the one changing.
Overwhelming happiness consumed her. There was a lightness in her limbs, a cramp in her smiling cheeks, and a slight skip to her walk as she nodded politely to those she passed on the sidewalk. The flutter that tickled her insides made Tessa wonder if it was too soon to sense Isaac’s emotions because she wasn’t familiar with the strange flutter of elation inside of her.
“Good morning, Tessa,” Quinn, the guard who manned the lobby doors greeted as he swung the glass door open for her. “Don’t you look like a ray of sunshine this morning?” He had uttered those exact words to Tessa before, but it was always spoken with a deadpanned, sarcastic tone. Tessa appreciated Quinn. Stern, but friendly to some, he was all business, rarely showing any facial expressions unless someone asked about his newborn son.
Tessa lifted her gaze and thanked him with a smile, the same happy grin that hadn’t shifted off her face since her morning call with Isaac.
She settled at her desk, took a heavy breath, and switched the phones on. Unlike before, she needn’t feign happiness for the sake of her job. Today, it was genuine. The phone lines flashed as she put in her earpiece to start the always dragging Monday morning, but with the promise of seeing Isaac, the anticipation helped her get through the morning slump.
Everyone was still engrossed in her boss’s generous offering. Calls flooded into the system, wanting to hear about his newest venture, when construction would begin, and when they could expect the grand opening. Given a written statement, most likely written by Holly, Tessa read the vague script that never answered the caller’s questions but somehow satisfied them until upper management released updates. She read the statement an exhausting seventy-three times.
Quinn strolled over to Tessa’s desk with a bouquet of mixed flowers in his arms. The Gerbera daisies made her stomach flipped. Only one man knew which flower cheered her up the most. The daisies reminded her of sunshine, summer, and joy. The golden yellow, peach, and orange ones were her favorite shades, and this bouquet had two of each. Stacked with six, they were so vibrant and alive with fun bursts of color, along with mixed sprigs of fresh greenery, and a handful of small, white English roses, among other flowers she hadn’t known the names of.
Quinn gave a knowing smirk. “He sure fancies you.”
This time, her smile feigned excitement. Kade’s kind gesture only reminded her of why she had kept her secret close to her chest. It hit her like a brick sinking in water.
She settled the large blue vase on the ledge of her desk as Quinn returned to his post by the lobby doors. The sinking sensation shifted from her gut to her face as her smile slowly slipped through her fingers. She was no closer to coming clean, but she knew she couldn’t keep putting it off.
Her phone buzzed on her desk, but it wasn’t from who she expected. It was Isaac.
Are you okay?, he texted.
Tessa’s eyes widened. Shit. The question she’d posed earlier was answered. How was it possible he had a personal hotline to her emotions already? According to all the tales of matching, the direct link into one’s emotions only occurred after the bonding ceremony, never before. Maybe Isaac didn’t, she hoped. Perhaps he had a sixth sense or he was simply checking in.
She responded. Ugh. Mondays. Amirite? Hope you’re having a wonderful day.
Tessa debated attaching a cute sticker with her text but deleted it just as quickly. Fate brought them together, but their relationship was still premature, too soon for the cutesy stickers and emojis; after all, she wasn’t sure Isaac liked that sort of thing.
After a calming breath, Tessa pulled the card attached to the cellophane.
Hope you’re not still mad. Missed you yesterday—Kade
Just because her heart’s future officially belonged to someone else, she had no intention of dissolving her friendships even if Kade had every intention of ending his. He was important to her, an integral part. Yeah, they argued and disagreed and he forced her out of her comfort zone, but Tessa loved Kade, even if his love differed from hers.
Will Isaac be my new Kade? Would Isaac give her the nudge she needed sometimes? Or would he allow her to be herself and embrace her quirks?
Her direct line rang; the call she was expecting. “Hey Kade,” Tessa answered in her usual lax tone, careful to mask her dread. “Just got them. Thank you. You shouldn’t have.”
“I got the impression you were pissed on Saturday. Not sure what I did, though. They reminded me of your dumb face, so I couldn’t help myself,” he said with a robust chuckle.
Kade’s husky tone turned Tessa’s lips up. As quickly as Isaac’s voice had become familiar, Kade had been her soothing force for years. Not everything had changed overnight. The claim that once you locked eyes with an intended match no one else mattered was a lie. She was living proof. Her world didn’t revolve around Isaac, although she did think of him more than she wanted to admit. The emotions she harbored for Kade hadn’t faded in the least and because of that, the whirlwind of matching only made her more confused. She’d always felt like the odd man out, but she never expected her soulmate experience would differ from the rest of the world. Why would it? Unless everyone lied or exaggerated their claims, she still pined over her best friend. Was her love for him just that strong?
Even though his antics made her angry, her body reacted to his voice, craving his warm embrace and the way he’d eye her from the side with a knowing grin. Kade took up the least amount of space in her life but played an integral role in it. The most significant role. Her best friend. She preferred his company above all others, and with Isaac now in her life, her world had been thrown for a loop. Her heart wanted them both, but her brain knew who she’d choose if given a choice. Over-analyzing every minor detail of the emotional tug-of-war game became exhausting, and before her energy fed Isaac more worry, if he could actually sense it, Tessa tried clearing her mind.
She tapped her pen on her desk as four incoming calls switched into the automated system. She was limited in time before Kade took her secret as a personal jab to the gut. A conversation like that needed to be face-to-face, not over the phone.
“Meet at our spot after work?” he asked.
“Can’t,” she stammered. “Raincheck for tomorrow?”
“Sure, baby girl.”
Her cheeks warmed whenever he used that endearing moniker. How could a man with no soulmate connection make her heart swell? She imagined his expression, that boyish charm brightening his entire face, all lips and teeth. No matter what emotions clung to Kade, Tessa couldn’t waste time wondering about the hows or whys; that was a conversation for a boring Saturday at home, alone, not at work with her phone ringing nonstop.
The morning flew, and she was glad to stay busy. It saved her from warring with herself for too long. She made her way into the large cafeteria and snagged a salad from the array of options the job offered before taking her usual seat in the corner of the room.
Holly strutted through the double doors in her usual chipper mood with her signature bold lip. Today’s particular shade had more of a pink undertone than the one she’d worn Friday. It matched the bright pink blouse under her stark white skirt suit. Tessa gestured for Holly to join her, and Holly obliged with an excitable grin. As Holly set her tray on the round table, she glanced around for a beat and shrugged.
Holly preferred the table near the entrance, where she greeted everyone that walked through the double doors. There wasn’t a single employee in the hundreds working for the company whose name she didn’t know. Tessa assumed Holly knew their life story, too, always willing to have a lengthy chat. Holly settled in, and Tessa’s smile grew as if her face had a mind of its own that day.
After Holly took a bite of her sandwich, she leaned back in her chair and eyed Tessa. Holly’s concentrated stares unnerved her. It was the reason Holly handled the media so well. She could read the room while giving away no thought of her own. The only person capable of knowing Holly’s innermost thoughts and emotions was her wife.
“Something’s different, besides that dress.” She pointed to Tessa’s face. “I’m loving that color on you, by the way. I know, I know, black is your thing, blah, blah, blah, but this yellow plays nicely against your skin and dark curls. But its not just your outfit. You’ve got a glow to ya.”
Tessa picked at her salad and plucked out all the gross onions. “It’s been an interesting few weeks, actually.”
“Carson tells me you and Mr. Davenport had a business meeting Friday night. How’d that go? Did you make him bend the knee?” Holly joked. “The way he eyed you from across the table…” Holly’s shoulders danced. Her eyes widened as her mouth formed a fun circle. “It was like you were his kryptonite, able to weaken his resolve, all while devouring you with his eyes, but in the good kind of way.” Her arched brow rose.
Even though Tessa joked with everyone, saying Holly was her arch-nemesis, she wished she had Holly’s qualities, or at least knew how she stayed energized all day long. But it wasn’t just her bottomless source of stamina Tessa admired; it was her ability to read people. Did Holly sense their connection? Never one to stay mute about married life, Holly often gushed about her wife and openly spoke about her desires to start a family, would chat for hours about work, and everything in between. She was the best person to ask about matching and all the questions Tessa had without the judgement she’d get if she posed the same questions to her sister.
“When you matched with Naomi, how long before you sensed each other?”
She straightened her posture and scooted to the edge of her chair. She was winding up, and there was no telling when she’d stop, but Tessa prepared herself to hear every detail, even the ones she didn’t ask for.
Holly sat back and eyed the ceiling. “Its hard to remember, but I’d estimate a few months after our unification ceremony.” Holly sighed with a soft grin. “I never dated a woman before I met Naomi, but once we shared that infamous glance, she hypnotized me. I was hers, and she was mine. The room spun like I suddenly had a severe case of vertigo. Ugh. I almost threw up on her.” She chuckled to herself. “My eyes went dark, but my insides went all warm and fuzzy like we’d shared a million first kisses. After that, we were inseparable. The more time we spent together, the stronger her hold on me became.
“One day apart felt like a year.” She moaned and clutched her middle like her muscle memory resurfaced. “Because we spent so much time together, the longing was the worst part. I was traveling a lot for work, and we’d go weeks without seeing each other. Video chats helped, but after our unification ceremony, all those problematic symptoms ended and our bond solidified. Within a few months, I could sense her emotions humming inside me.”
“Never before?”
“So many ins and outs of matching, different scenarios can play out. Every match is different, Tess, but no one I know of has had it happen beforehand.” Holly sighed again as her hand clutched her heart. “There’s nothing better than finding your soulmate. Naomi is the absolute best thing to happen to me. We’re each other’s rock.” Holly leaned toward Tessa as if to share a secret of her own. “There are ways around it, too.” She offered a quick wink before leaning back in her chair and snagging another bite of her artisan sandwich.
Tessa would pay cold hard cash to learn the tricks of the trade. She was all ears and on the edge of her seat. “Keep going…”
Holly dropped her voice. “No one knows this, but Naomi and I started fertility treatments again. After months of injections and failed attempts, I was thrilled to find out it was finally successful.” Holly shook her head. “After I found out, I planned this fancy dinner, lit candles, and made Naomi’s dessert; an intimate night for the two of us. I had her favorite champagne chilling, soft music playing in the background—everything was picture perfect. All that was missing was my wife. Thirty minutes before she came home from work, I got a ‘visitor.’ Talk about devastation. She was always so hopeful it would happen to us, and I couldn’t bear to break the news. Again. I willed myself not to cry.”
Holly’s hands dropped to her lap. Her dark eyes fell, too. Tessa admired Holly’s innate ability to spread cheer every single day, but after hearing her heartbreaking story and knowing she’d carried the grief alone so her wife didn’t have to, the respect she had for Holly soared.
“I’m so sorry, Holly.” Tessa laid her hand on Holly’s shoulder.
After a few quick breaths, Holly lifted her chin and swallowed her sadness until her signature smile reappeared with the same intensity as it always had. “It’s okay. I feel horrible, but a friend taught me how to block Naomi from sensing my emotions. I couldn’t bear to put her through that. Maintaining the proverbial wall takes practice and constant focus. Ironically enough, honesty would be easier than wasting energy keeping the wall intact. Guilt reeks its own havoc. It isn’t one-hundred percent fool-proof, but until I come clean, it helps get me through the moment.”
Tessa understood the need for secrets. She had her own, but how long could she keep this one?
She changed the heavy subject and let Holly rant about all the newspaper interviews she had completed since the community center news was announced. Holly was the only person Tessa knew whose mood brightened talking about work.
“Can I share something?” Tessa fiddled with her fingers, suddenly nervous to share the news. After telling her family and witnessing her sister’s dubious reaction, she didn’t know how Holly would react.
“Ah, sweetie, you can tell me anything. As loud as my mouth is, I’m in the business of keeping secrets. Trust me.”
Tessa believed her. Out of all the shady personal stuff Tessa came across, Holly was privy to everything pertaining to their boss. She must know the juicy gossip surrounding the mystery woman.
“I matched.”
Holly’s eyes lit up, but she kept her enthusiasm to a quiet minimum.
“Wait ’til you hear the rest. Not only did I match, but it was before my birthday. And it was with the one and only, Isaac Davenport. I’m meeting him after work, hence…” Tessa waved her hands over her outfit.
Holly gasped, and the eyes of a nearby table turned toward them while Tessa cowered behind her hands. “Would you look at that? I found the back of my earring. Carry on, all.” While everyone’s attention returned to their lunches, Tessa uncovered her face, thankful for Holly’s quick thinking.
“It all makes sense now. You two are a nice-looking couple. Mrs. Tessa Davenport,” Holly said, as if testing how the name sounded together. Holly’s brow furrowed as she narrowed her sights on Tessa. “Wait, did you say before your birthday?”
Tessa nodded.
“Hmm. That’s bizarre.” Holly sat back and didn’t say another word. Tessa had never seen Holly at a loss for words. It unnerved her until she finally spoke again. “I’m sure it’s not terribly uncommon. There are so many aspects of the soulmate connection they don’t outright tell us about.” Holly lifted her shoulders with a shrug. “For all I know, it could be a common occurrence. Regardless, that’s amazing. How do you feel?”
Tessa’s spine straightened, and she shifted in her seat, unable to sit still. She said the first thing that came to her mind. “Confused.”
When Holly stared back at her strangely, Tessa needed to explain further. “For as long as I can remember, everyone claimed past emotions would disappear, but not for me. I might still be in love with my best friend. It sounds horrible, but I’m also enjoying spending time with Isaac.” Tessa dropped her head. “There must be something wrong with me.”
“Well, that’s interesting.” Holly’s intrigue only confirmed Tessa’s suspicions that her situation was bizarre. Holly put her hand on Tessa’s. “Perhaps the more time spent with Davenport, the less you’ll feel for your friend. Plus, the more you two connect now, the stronger your bond will become later.” Holly dropped her serious tone and clapped her hands with with excitement. “I cannot wait to watch and hear all about the progress you two make on this amazing journey together.”
With Holly’s insight, Tessa’s nerves shook. She would undoubtedly get swept away in Isaac’s gaze and snag a few of her own on their date, momentarily forgetting about her unresolved feelings for Kade, but being stuck at work forced her to overanalyze every facet of her untimely match and all the lingering sentiments she still carried for Kade. No matter how hard she tried, her feelings refused to disappear.






Chapter eleven

Much like the morning, her afternoon flew by, and after memorizing the written statement, she no longer needed the written script. The clock struck five, and Tessa freshened up in the restroom for her date. 
She spread her makeup selection on the counter. With the various products she had packed in her makeup bag, she became overwhelmed with options. After staring at her reflection for a minute, she tossed half the products back into the nylon bag and kept things simple; the way she preferred. The only makeup she dabbed on was a touch of pale pink gloss and smudged brown liner along her lashes. She felt beautiful in her own skin, not with layers of primer, foundation, and contour. And if he was truly hers, he’d appreciate her the way she was.
Tessa played with a few curls that had become unruly throughout the day, and then left the bathroom, content with her appearance.
She said goodnight to Quinn and headed to the park where they had first met. Tessa’s pace quickened, and her heart thumped the closer she got to the entrance of the vast park as if her body knew he was near. Once her thoughts centered on Kade and his flowers, though, her feet slowed as if trudging through mud. She tried ignoring her concerns, because if she didn’t, she’d make herself sick. Pushing herself onward, she arrived with minutes to spare.
Isaac was already waiting near the bench, staring off in the opposite direction. She wondered if he enjoyed sitting and admiring nature, letting his thoughts drift away into oblivion as much as she did. Like the day before, Tessa had admired him. As if an automatic reflex, her tongue swiped her glossed lips.
Without intending, she compared his attire to Kade’s, since he was basically the only man she’d spent time with before she met Isaac. Their style was similar in the sense they both knew which style and cuts of fabric suited their bodies. They wore clothes; the clothes didn’t wear them.
He wasn’t as muscular as Kade, swollen in the arms and chest, muscles noticeable in anything he wore, testing the limits of the fabric and stitching, but Isaac wasn’t unfit either. He was lean and toned.
Isaac stood tall in his navy suit. A few buttons of his white-collar shirt were undone, and he was without a tie. Where Kade would finish his look with a pair of fresh white sneakers to give his outfit an edge, Isaac opted for brown shoes and a matching belt. Tessa wondered if he planned each outfit meticulously like Kade, or if he just had a knack for it, throwing together the perfect look with little effort. 
Isaac glanced at his watch and then rested his gaze back toward the long stretch of green grass and manicured paths that weaved throughout the park. The sun cut through the trees and shone down on him like a spotlight leading the way to her destiny as he raked his hand through his light brown hair, combing it back into place.
Tessa held back for a minute longer and watched, familiarizing herself with his mannerisms again. He stood, feet a shoulder’s width apart, and a confidence in his posture that made her correct her own. She remembered how he’d been yesterday, frolicking on the grass with Rose, flying a kite and sharing his sandwich. Her heart stammered, and butterflies tickled her middle. He was her soulmate, the man destined to have her heart until her last breath. Before she could instruct her feet to move, they inched toward them on their own.
Tessa noticed how anxious Isaac was as she approached from behind. He threw his fidgety hands into his pockets and waited a few seconds before check his watch again. And he couldn’t stand in one place too long, switching his weight from one leg to another. After a few seconds, he turned around.
The smile in his recognition was warm and welcoming as he caught her gaze. Tessa approached; she was thankful she opted for flat sandals and not a high heel of some sort, where she would most likely embarrass herself by tripping over her feet. She walked with confidence and tried her hardest not to grin too wide, but she lost the battle the closer she got.
Isaac opened his arms, and Tessa buried her face against the corded muscles of his chest. She craved his embrace, but it wasn’t enough. She wanted more. They stood there, wrapped in each other’s arms, breathing in each other’s scents, and relaxed into one another’s touch. Tessa’s mind buzzed, confused by how familiar his body felt against hers, having shared only a few hugs before and she never expected she’d lust for an embrace from someone other than Kade. She breathed in her match’s scent—a warm mix of wood and earth—and the corners of her mouth rose with each relaxed inhale.
With her arms Isaac’s middle, she enjoyed that he wasn’t as tall as Kade, but he still had a good six inches over her. They stood in silence. She felt his racing heart under his crisp, white button-down. She could sense his love, unbridled, protective, and somehow fierce.
“You’re stunning.”
The cadence of his voice sent chills down Tessa’s spine. Careful not to get pink gloss on his clean shirt, she pushed herself away. When she tilted her chin to look at him again, it did amazing things inside her. In his presence, all the stories were true. It was as if someone flipped a switch, letting her know her heart beat for a purpose. For Isaac. Tessa yearned to press her lips to his, but she fought that urge tooth and nail. Instead, she lowered her arms and forced a step back. 
Tessa peered down at her dress and stopped it from flying up with the breeze. “I hope you weren’t waiting long.”
He smiled easily and threw his hands back into his pockets, rocking on his heels. “Only thirty-one years, but who’s counting.”
There she was, gushing over a man she still barely knew. The destined pair sat on the bench, Tessa flattened the buttery yellow fabric on her lap while Isaac unbuttoned his jacket as they each made themselves comfortable. Neither spoke for the first few minutes, only took turns gazing at one another until the heat of their stares overwhelmed them.
Isaac moaned. “Why am I so nervous around you?”
“Brutal truth,” Tessa started. “I don’t know why, but I’m nervous, too.”
He reached for her hand and laced their fingers together. “How was work?”
Tessa shrugged. She didn’t have the most thrilling position at Stanford Enterprises and even on a busy day, it wasn’t any more interesting. “Meh. You?”
He raised their locked hands to his lips. The endearing gesture made her heart swoon. “Well, I had a talk with the owner of Good on Paper today. I made an offer he’d be dumb to refuse. But that little stunt our friend pulled gave him a boost to his confidence. A little too much for his own good.”
Tessa leaned her head back as she sighed and gave his hand a squeeze. “I’m so sorry. What did you offer him?”
“Let’s put it this way, for every day he delays with my new offer—and it was a generous one—I’m deducting one-thousand dollars off my bid. He may make sales today, but what happens next week? Next month? I’m certain he’s not pulling four figures a day. Hell, maybe not even three.” Isaac groaned and raked his hand through his hair again. When he stood up, he pulled Tessa to her feet. “C’mon. I have a picnic planned for us.”
Tessa chuckled. “Picnic? I guess that makes you the overdressed one this time.”
Isaac guided her around the bench and onto the wide stretch of grassy terrain. Off in the distance was a blanket spread on the grass with an oak basket sitting on top of it. There weren’t any other park attendees sitting or hanging out nearby. They were all alone.
“Isaac,” she cooed.
He sat beside her on the blanket and handed her the arrangement wrapped in brown paper. Unlike the bouquet he’d given her at the restaurant, these were vibrant and rich. Seven beautiful sunflowers sat among green hydrangeas and sprigs of rich greenery, wrapped in clear cellophane and brown burlap with a thick white satin ribbon securing it together.
On the rare occasion someone had tried courting Tessa, she hated receiving flowers. Men always gravitated toward roses, which she wasn’t a fan of. Her niece disliked them, too. They were pretty, but she found other flowers more beautiful, like the bright gold petals and dark center of a sunflower. Gerbera daisies and sunflowers made her smile the most.
Tessa admired the understated arrangement. It wasn’t bursting with an array of colors like the one Kade had sent earlier. It was organic and simplistic, yet elegant and beautiful.
The wind kicked up her black curls and strands stuck to her gloss, but before she could remove them, Isaac leaned over and tucked the loose strands behind her ear. His touch was brief, but her body warmed as if they shared a deeper intimate moment. The wash of heat ran through her veins, a warming sensation that stirred her gut and sent goosebumps over her skin. Too shy to hold his gaze, she focused on anything but.
“Are you cold? Here.” Isaac removed his jacket and placed it around her shoulders.
She wasn’t cold. In fact, her insides were ablaze, but she gladly accepted. Having his scent waft around her soothed her nerves with each inhale. If one quick touch near her ear affected her with that intensity, she couldn’t fathom how her body would react when they shared a proper kiss or intimate touch. She dismissed those thoughts, fearful of how uncontrollable her body was now.
With his coat over her shoulders and his lingering cologne looming around her, she shifted herself to be closer to him on the blanket. He wrapped an arm around her shoulder, pulling his soulmate closer. And like a magnet, she leaned onto him, melting her body against his. He signed, a content sound Tessa reciprocated, as he rested his cheek on the side of her head. His thumb methodically stroked her shoulder, and when he dropped his arm, Tessa caught a chill in her bones again, instantly missing the heat of his skin on her.
“Nervous about Friday?” Tessa asked.
Isaac chuckled as he opened the basket of goodies, nothing like the assortment she’d brought to the park. Porcelain plates, silver utensils, and a small wooden board sat inside, along with an array of treats. He unpacked and set up their smorgasbord of tasty bites on the wooden tray and handed her a plate.
“Yes and no. Like you and I, we all need to get to know one another.” Isaac set strawberries, assorted cheeses and meats, crackers, and pastries on the makeshift charcuterie board. It was like a magic trick, him pulling more and more things out of the basket. She leaned to take a peek to see if there was anything else tucked inside. He handed her the champagne bottle. “Wanna do the honors?”
“You got a sword in there?”
He laughed. “Not today.”
“You can do it,” she answered.
He popped open the champagne, and the cork took flight. A gust of air sent it flying across the field. Tessa’s mouth dropped as it landed near a mother and son that had just made their way onto the grass. “Sorry,” he called out as the child’s mother shot Isaac a wicked glare.
Tessa chuckled as she held out her glass. “Can’t put you in charge of the champagne, I see. Someone’s liable to lose an eye.”
He nodded. “I needed to replace my TV once because the cork got away from me.” He shook his head and then hid behind his hand. When he regained his composure, his hand fell away. “So, my flight is tomorrow, but I couldn’t leave without seeing you again. Friday can’t come quick enough.”
Tessa’s mouth carved down. The thought she’d go days without seeing him took the wind out of her sails.
He bit his lip as his head tilted toward his lap. “I’ll miss you, too.”
Heat inched to her cheeks. She need to remember how easily her emotions played on her face around him and try to conceal them whenever possible.
“I wish I had family to introduce you to. My closest friends live out of state. If my mother were alive, she’d adore you, though.” He waved away Tessa’s sympathies. “While I’d give anything to have her back, she’s always watching over me. Everything happens for a reason, like us meeting right over there,” he said and pointed with his chin.
Their gazes met again, and his tender stare put Tessa in a peaceful and content state of mind. Hell, whenever he was near, the world around her disappeared until all that was left was him. Could she be falling for him already? Or was their connection steering the ship?
She cleared her head of the looming question and instead said, “This spread looks amazing.”
Tessa didn’t need all the fancy porcelain plates, silverware, and champagne. It was nice, but paper plates worked fine, too. The aged meats and cheese selection was great, too, but mozzarella cheese sticks tasted just as amazing. She liked that she wasn’t high maintenance, but if Isaac continued wooing her with fancy picnic spreads, she could see herself getting used to it, sipping champagne while eating strawberries in front of a stone fireplace on a fuzzy white rug on any given Wednesday night.
Each plucked items from the wooden board as Isaac told her which foods paired well together. With each recommendation, she found how unique elements made flavors pop.
“You said you had no talents. Your knowledge of food is one,” Tessa pointed out.
He smirked as he chewed. “When you’re in business with a chef that breaks down the chemistry of cooking, you learn stuff.”
“I should apologize to you now, then. Me and cooking, not a good combination. I’m the absolute worst. My sister wanted to sign me up for one of those ‘world’s worst cook’ shows.” Tessa’s head nodded. “Yeah. It’s that bad. So, I’m sorry you’re stuck with me for the rest of your life.”
Isaac’s eyes held Tessa’s gaze. “Stuck?” He leaned back on his palm, holding his champagne flute in his hand, ready to take a sip.
Tessa thought her comment would turn his cheeks ruddy, but his skin didn’t flush. Instead, his magnetic velvety brown eyes held firm, as if she were the main curse. it made Tessa a little light-headed.
A low moan hummed in his throat when he said, “Blessed is more like it.”
Blessed wasn’t the word she would have used. He was unfortunate to match with one of the most boring humans walking the earth. If she wasn’t reading, lounging around the house after ditching her self-taught music lessons, she napped. Her favorite pastime. Most of her hobbies were solo affairs, but she hoped spending time with Isaac might open her world to new activities she might find interest in.
“How’d you get involved in real estate?” Tessa asked.
Isaac propped his glass on his plate and leaned back with both palms on the navy knitted blanket. “After I lost my parents, I made some substantial investments with my inheritance. Rental properties, a few businesses, some I’m silent partners in, and others I’m more involved with. I don’t have a nine-to-five, but I have a steady income from all my business ventures.”
Tessa had money in the bank, too, but she rarely touched it. Everything she owned she bought used. From books to furniture, she gave things a second chance, a second home, and didn’t live it any less. They were brand new for her. Why spend top dollar when she found gently loved items she needed for half the cost? Each paycheck, she took what little she needed for her weekly food and hobby expenses and stashed the rest.
Yet finances weren’t her forte. She was lucky if she remembered when to pay her bills. That’s where Kade came in. He got on her case so badly, he had set up a scheduling system to remind her which bills were due. Isaac didn’t look like the type that needed reminding. He most likely remembered when every bill was due and probably knew his exact bank balance to the penny. They might have been similar in some ways, but they were polar opposites in others.
“Before we met, were you seeing anyone?” Tessa asked.
He shook his head. “After the last one, I didn’t bother dating again. It seemed cruel to start a relationship knowing it wouldn’t last once matching was on the table. How about you?”
She shook her head. “Same.” It wasn’t the time to mention her dry spell had been so long she had forgotten what a naked man’s body looked like, let alone felt like. Plus, she couldn’t risk further questions that might lead down the complicated feelings she had for one man in particular.
They continued exchanging and learning about one another until the sun set in the distance. The sky changed from a wonderful bright blue into an array of pinks and oranges. Caught in the moment, Tessa hadn’t realized Isaac sat behind her, drawing her into his arms where they shared the sunset together.
As night crept in, he pulled out battery-operated candles and placed them all around their blanket. It was the perfect amount of glow to set the mood.
He no longer felt like a stranger, and she no longer felt it was odd how comfortable she was around him. With Tessa’s back snuggled against Isaac’s chest, their breathing synchronized and they watched the forever-changing sky until it settled into a midnight navy with stars twinkling above. It couldn’t compare to the view from their first dinner date, but swaddled in his warmth, this date was far more intimate.
A rumble sounded above them, and Tessa turned to look at Isaac. “That doesn’t sound good.”
After a few breaths, a silver streak of lightening lit behind a rolling cloud.
With urgency, Isaac wrapped his arms from around Tessa and said, “We should probably start packing up.”
The two scrambled and shoved all the items back into the basket, but before they knew it, rain drops fell from the sky. Tessa gathered all the candles, flipped them off, and tossed them in his bag while Isaac struggled to get everything to fit back into the basket the way it had before. And then it started. Rain poured from the heavens in thick streams.
Tessa shrieked. “Oh, my god.”
Isaac whipped the blanket off the ground and shrouded Tessa with it. “Go under the awning over there. I’ll get the rest of the stuff,” he shouted over the thunderous downpour.
Everything Isaac did centered on Tessa, and she knew it. She wouldn’t save herself and leave him behind. They were in this together.
As Isaac frantically tried shoving the last item into the thick wicker basket, Tessa uncovered herself and let the rain saturate her, too. 
“What are you doing?” he asked. “Cover yourself and run.”
“If you get wet, I get wet.”
He wore an amused grin. “You’re insane.”
She shrugged.
Isaac reached for her hand, and they ran toward the covered barbeque area and dropped their things on a picnic table. Both wrung out different parts of their drenched clothing.
Tessa couldn’t stop herself from staring. His white shirt was saturated and clung to his skin, displaying every lean muscle he owned. She no longer needed her imagination to paint a picture of what he hid beneath his suit; she saw for herself.
Isaac’s eyes found hers. She ached to lick the drop of water that was about to fall off his nose. Hell, she wanted to lick him dry.
He inched closer, peering down into her eyes, parting his lips as his intent gaze boldly raked over her. The prolonged silence and anticipation were almost unbearable. Before Tessa uttered one word, Isaac rushed toward her and slammed his mouth on hers. The force of his lips on hers sent a shockwave through her body. She raised herself on her toes and threw her arms around his neck as she drank in his sweetness. He tasted like apples and champagne.
He took her mouth with savage intensity. It awakened parts of her body that had lain dormant for years. She was fully aware of every place he touched. Just like her dream, he smothered her lips with demanding mastery, and relished every flick of his tongue.
Isaac lifted Tessa off the ground, and her legs wrapped around his middle as their mouths tasted and explored, devoured, and battled for dominance. Tessa broke away from the magnetic kiss, barely able to catch her breath; her racing heart pounded in her ears. He dragged his tongue along her jaw and shoved his face in the crook of her neck, sucking on her wet skin.
She could barely hear the moan in her throat with the steady stream of rain slamming onto the metal canopy above them. He held her in the air with one hand underneath her while his other trailed to her cheek and tangled in her wet curls.
When he brought his lips to hers again, she moaned in his mouth. Isaac stopped for a split second, and the corner of his lips turned up. He set her on the cool metal picnic table. Her breath hitched, but the metal didn’t stay cold for long. Tessa’s body ran hot. He slid his hands along her waist until both rested on her fleshy hips.
He, too, moaned as Tessa gripped a handful of his hair. His fingertips dug into the wet yellow fabric as he stood between her parted legs. She wanted more of him pressed against her. Tessa caged him in her legs and got exactly what she wanted. Her greedy hands traveled along his arms as he pressed his lips against the pulsing hollow at the base of her neck. Silently, she wished he would leave a burning trail to her chest; the thought alone made her nipples perk tight.
Before he traveled lower, she lifted his chin, missing the softness of his lips on hers. Whether rushed or slow, their kisses were like the soldering heat that joined metals, forging an indestructible lust inside her. The charge between them was electric; it rippled and grew form. She wanted more.
She wasn’t one for public displays of affection, but she didn’t care if they garnished an audience now. She returned his kiss with reckless abandon until she nibbled on his lower lip. He returned the favor with a sly grin. Her fingers flew to his white shirt, unbuttoning the top buttons, out of breath. 
“We need to stop.” He laid the wet blanket across her lap, unlocked her ankles, and took a few steps back, panting.
He paced and raked his hand through his wet hair as she tried calming her own racing breath, hearing her heartbeat in her ears. His tongue dragged over his bottom lip; the same spot Tessa dug her teeth into.
“I want you so bad, you have no idea.” He reached for her cheek and then smoothed down her hair. “I don’t want to rush this,” he said. “Not with you.”
Her eyes closed with his tender touch. It did little to quell the desire pulsating between her thighs. If anything, it made it worse. With her eyes still shut, his lips touched hers again, but it wasn’t rushed or filled with burning lust. Still, it was powerful and had a dream-like intimacy that made her swoon. When he pulled away, her eyes fluttered open. She rested her hands loosely on his hips as he smoothed down her hair again.
“What are we going to do with ourselves?” he whispered before he pressed his lips to hers, caressing her mouth more than kissing it.
A few ideas came to mind, but Isaac was right. Fulfilling their lustful desires in the middle of the park wasn’t what she needed; it was what she wanted. She needed to savor his body, explore all he offered, and take her time hearing him moan again. And again.
The rain slowed as she sat on top of the picnic table, hugging his middle and pressing her cheek to his chest. A shiver ran down her spine as the heat of their moment slipped away. He noticed, too.
“We should head to the car before it pours again. I don’t want you catching a cold.”
He wrapped the saturated blanket over her shoulders and grabbed their things in one hand, taking her hand in the other. They hurried to the parking lot, following the softly lit path, dodging puddles and small lakes from the sudden downpour. Tessa slid into the passenger seat and he tossed the basket in the trunk. As soon as he pressed the ignition, he blasted the heat, facing all fans toward her.
“If I had known it might rain tonight, I would have planned a different date.”
With her hands held in front of the vents for warmth, she smirked. “The rain might’ve been the best part.”
The car rolled up to her apartment, and her heart sank. After they said their goodbyes, it would be days before she saw him again.
Isaac sucked his teeth as he leaned back in the driver’s seat. “I didn’t realize how much dropping you off would suck.”
At least he shared her sentiment. Tessa chomped on the inside of her cheek and nodded.
He reached over the center console and brought her hand to his lips. “We’ll talk as much as we can while I’m out of town.”
He gave her hand another soft peck before exiting the car and opening her door. When Isaac helped her out, he drew her into his arms and pulled her close, and as her arms wrapped around him, he sighed to himself. 
“Thank you for another lovely evening.” Another shiver ran over her skin. 
He rubbed the tip of his nose against hers and whispered, “This is just the beginning.”
She kissed him, lingering and savoring every moment. Her heart stuttered as he pulled away and smiled. Without taking her eyes off him, she watched him back away slowly, holding her flowers close to her chest.
She hung back until he drove off. The sadness inside her heart was unmeasurable. How had she managed life before him?
As Tessa stood in front of the elevator doors, her fingers grazed her lips. Even in remembrance, she still felt the intimacy of their kisses. With her eyes closed, she replayed their steamy exchange in her head again. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that she’d be dreaming about it again later that night.
Tessa rested her back against her apartment door after she locked each bolt shut. Four days. Four days, and she would see him again.
“Ugh,” she groaned. “This is going to be harder than I thought.”




Chapter twelve

When Tessa woke up, her smile grew once she lifted her phone off the nightstand. Isaac’s morning text added to her jovial mood and surged a boost of energy in her veins like caffeine was injected straight into her veins. The steamy dream she had just awakened from helped, too. After she finished getting ready for work, she called him. 
“Morning.”
Isaac hummed, a delightful and yet somewhat lustful sound. “Good morning.”
“Can you people-watch for a few minutes?”
“I’d love to,” he said as he huffed into the receiver. “But I’m running late for my appointment with the fire marshal and insurance adjuster. If I miss it, there’s no telling when they can reschedule. I’m not trying to be stuck away from you any longer than necessary.”
Tessa’s posture slumped, and her upbeat mood took a sudden downward turn. “Okay. Talk later then?”
“Without a doubt.”
In her window nook, she sat and peered below, but without Isaac’s commentary, the mood was gone. Tessa prepared herself to have the shittiest days imaginable until Isaac returned on Friday. She needed her evenings packed with activities to distract her from moping around her apartment and missing him.
Just as Tessa expected, after she left her apartment, the day got worse. Not only did the sky open as she walked up the steps to her office, but the phone lines rang off the hook. Twice, she switched them to Do Not Disturb just to catch her breath. Something was brewing behind the scenes to cause this type of stir.
Carson Stanford didn’t just dive into another extensive project before or while one project was being worked on. He was meticulous. He had an eye for the details, and if his attention spread too thin, all those wonderful touches he prided himself on would be lost. The added attention must’ve been from something else entirely.
Holly strolled over. Her signature beam glowed, but it missed its usual mark. She rested her elbow on the tall ledge of Tessa’s desk and sighed. “How’s it going today?”
Tessa switched the calls to the automated system. “Is it me, or are his incoming calls nuttier than usual for a Tuesday?”
Holly shrugged one shoulder. “Someone spread a rumor that Carson opened a lottery system to help suffering businesses and contract bids.” Holly shook her head in her hands. “He didn’t, but can you believe someone who lives thousands of miles away put in a contracting bid to get the community center job? Did he plan on moving himself and his entire crew here for months during construction? A grossly inflated bid at that.”
Holly puckered her full, brick-red lips as her head shook. “Carson has been toying with the idea of starting a construction company. If he’s in total control, he can ensure it’ll be done his way. He has a point, but the best part of what he does is outsourcing jobs to local businesses. Starting a construction company takes that opportunity away. These random contractors only want the clout from being connected to a Stanford Enterprise project. Nothing more.”
“Bunch of piggy backers.”
“Seriously.” Holly shook her head again. “Hopefully, after my press release circulates, it’ll die down for your sake. Let me know if you need help. We can redirect some calls to Demi again.”
Tessa mulled it over. Today, she preferred the distraction. “I’m managing. Helps make the day move faster.”
When she eyed the clock again, lunch had rolled around. She couldn’t run from her desk fast enough, but she couldn’t enjoy her hourly break. With a pen and pad, she started her monologue, the one she’d say in front of Kade. She jotted a sentence down, then crossed it out. When half her page was a scribbled mess, she peered into the distance and played it out in her head until no words made sense.
The rest of her day was spent taking messages and re-routing calls. She barely had any downtime to herself, and the way her stomach seemed to flip whenever her mind wandered into confessing to Kade, she silently thanked each caller. The second the clock struck five, she cut the phones off and inhaled. As if she had run a 10k marathon, she was exhausted.
She stepped outside the lobby doors and looked up. The weather had improved since the morning. She wasn’t forced to make the trek home in a torrential downpour. Now, if only Kade’s reaction would be just as forgiving.
When she arrived at her apartment building, Kade stood near the lobby doors. An air of cocky confidence always surrounded him. With her feelings toward Isaac growing every minute they spent together, she expected the emotions that clung to Kade would begin fading, little by little. He stood in his three-piece suit, one hand in his pocket and the other holding a bag filled takeout containers. Her mouth salivated as she drank him in and not over whatever meal he had brought. And then he smiled at her.
Damn you, Kade.
“You look beat.” Kade pulled her into one of his massive bear hugs. She needed it. “Long day? I got us gyros from that place you like. No onions.”
She held on to him longer than she should have until she pushed herself away. He glanced down and focused on her face before his stare could unnerved her, she threw herself through the lobby doors to escape his prying eyes. They made their way to the elevators, and Kade trailed close behind, practically breathing down her neck.
“You okay? You seem off.”
“Stomach issues,” she simply said. It wasn’t a total lie. Her stomach knots had knots. Since she’d met Isaac, her stomach was in a constant state of unease whether with anxiousness, happy nerves, scared nerves, or guilt.
Tessa pressed the elevator button a few hundred more times as Kade stood behind her and massaged one of her shoulders. “Aww. Poor baby. I should have gotten us soup.”
She rolled her shoulders and inched away. Maybe a comfortable distance would help.
He countered her maneuver by inching closer than before. “Can I ask you something? Yesterday, I saw you heading into the park. Since when do you wear dresses on a Monday? Or in general? I tried honking. Didn’t you hear me?”
Tessa turned to him, curious. She’d heard nothing, too engulfed by her own thoughts and nerves before her date.
“You were in your own world. I would have stopped, but I was running late for an after-work meet-up.”
The ding of the elevator sounded, and Tessa stepped inside. She pressed her back against the wall, held onto the handrail, and tipped her head back to watch the numbers change as they ascended to each floor.
Tessa shrugged at Kade’s question. “I guess since I started wearing tight, white dresses. At least I could breathe in that one.”
Kade shook his head as the metal doors slid open. Tessa’s keys jingled in her hand as she unlocked her apartment door and she set her bag on the counter before crashing onto her chair. If she was about to get berated with questions regarding her choice of apparel, she at least wanted to be sitting.
Kade set the takeout bag on the coffee table and sat on her couch. “Seriously, what was that all about?”
Do it now, Tessa.
“I had a date.”
Kade’s eyes bulged out of their sockets and his mouth dropped open.
“You can’t say anything,” she barbed before he responded. “Hell, two weeks ago you stumbled through my door bragging about all the groupies you added to your harem.”
His arms spread over the top of the couch as he sucked his teeth. “Half the time I exaggerate to get a rise out of you. It’s irresponsible to date now. You should’ve gotten that out of your system already but you were too busy reading and napping.”
Tessa draped her blanket over her lap. The sudden chill in her apartment was undoubtedly caused by Kade’s frosty, judgemental stare. Why did he care so much? They were friends and nothing more.
He shook his head in his hands with a grunt.
When she asked him what was wrong, he rested his elbow on his knees and said, “Nothing.”
His huffs and slouched posture struck her oddly. Was he that upset about her date, or was something else bothering him?
She stood from her yellow chair and sat beside him as a tsunami of emotions flooded inside her. With his foul mood wafting off of him, she couldn’t bear to deliver her truth.
The space between them suddenly became vast and heavy, almost unbearable. She inched close enough for their hips to touch. No spark or zap buzzed her leg.
“Hey, baby girl.”
Kade sat back and draped his arm around her shoulders. He emitted so much warmth she couldn’t help but melt against him when he pulled her close. Her nerves subsided, and she leaned her head against his shoulder and fell victim to his hold. Kade’s intoxicating cologne lingered on his skin and clothes; the notes played well with his body chemistry and did amazing things to hers. She turned toward him, draped her legs between his, and wrapped her arms around his thick middle. She told herself it was for warmth, but she enjoyed having him close. Once she told him about Isaac, everything would change.
“That bad of a day?” Kade’s stiff body relaxed inside her caged arms.
She nodded. “Tomorrow will be just as bad. Rumors, bidding wars, piggy backers, and secrets.”
“If only I knew what any of that meant.” Kade chuckled and rested his hand on her arm. “Sounds like it sucks to be you.”
She nodded again, although he wasn’t aware of how loaded his statement was. Being a receptionist during times like these was annoying and tiresome, but it was everything else piling on top of her that stressed her beyond measure.
They sat in silence. She decided at that moment she needed one last day with Kade, like this, relaxed and normal. After her selfish day, she’d share her news and figure out how to deal with whatever changes awaited with their friendship.
Tomorrow.
He tapped on her forehead with his finger. “I wish I could crawl inside that crazy mind of yours.”
Surprised Kade hadn’t pushed, poked, and pried her to spill the tea about her date, she knew she couldn’t keep up the charade much longer. But before she broke the news, she needed to reiterate how important he was to her, so he would know their friendship didn’t need to change.
“After I match, nothing will change with us,” she said.
He leaned back to look at her. Staring into his dark eyes proved more terrifying than she’d expected; she instantly became uncomfortable, not because his embrace tightened around her, but because his expression shifted into something she didn’t like. Doubt.
“Everything will change.” His voice was sharp and confident. He made it sound so definite, like he thought their bond wasn’t strong enough to compete alongside the soulmate’s connection.
But Tessa knew the truth. Although she’d linked with Isaac, her affection toward Kade was a force all its own and wasn’t easily erased. As much as she wished she was like everyone else and had her love wiped clean from her heart, it wasn’t. Tears trembled on her eyelids.
Kade lifted her chin with his finger. “Eyes down in the meantime.”
Fuck it.
Tessa rose from the sofa and stretched. She needed space away from him if she was going to come clean.
Kade followed her lead, and when she was done cracking her spine and neck, preparing for the battle ahead, she found herself encased in his embrace again. Nothing was warmer than his hugs, but somehow this one surpassed all others.
He pulled away, just enough to lean his forehead on hers. “Let’s enjoy each other’s company while we can,” he whispered, lips close enough to touch. “Can we do that?”
Her eyes closed and her jaw clenched. She loved him so much she couldn’t bear keeping him in the dark one more minute. “I need to tell you something.”
Kade released her, and his eyes went wide again. “Oh. Me, too. I can’t believe I almost forgot. About your bookstore,” he started right as Tessa was about to speak.
“Wait, what about the bookstore?” Her stomach crept into her throat. After their last argument about the bookstore, she thought she made her point clear; she would handle it.
Kade’s boisterous grin grew. “Check this out. Remember Kieran?”
How could she forget? He’d all but undressed her with his eyes in the swanky restaurant and implied her life was over after her birthday.
“We were hanging out in the studio, and I mentioned our mission to help the bookstore. Apparently, he’s a reader, like you. He collects rare books, like classic novels. First editions. Well, he reached out to the owner about taking on a silent partner. He’d invest to restore the property and keep their doors open, but he wanted first dibs on books that came in. Last I heard, he was waiting for the owner’s response.”
Tessa froze, and stared blankly at her friend, who waited with wide eyes as if expecting her to jump up and down with excitement.
He held Tessa’s shoulders. “Tessa, did you hear me?”
She shook her head and shrugged him off with force. “What part of Isaac and I came to an agreement did you not understand?” She combed her hands through the sides of her hair and held it in her grasp. “You always do this,” she growled. Tessa stood to face him with her hands curled into tight fists. “I told you I had it handled.”
Kade stood back with his eyebrows together. “You asked for my help, and I’m giving it.”
“Help, yeah. The petition. That was it. I didn’t ask for anything else. The bookstore is my thing.”
He huffed. “How did you think you’d get the ball rolling? I’m your circle of friends. That’s it. You asked for my help because I have all the connections. You really believe that guy is opening a replacement store? For you? You’re so naïve, Tessa.”
Tessa opened her mouth but swallowed hard to not reveal her true anger. “You know what? Maybe you’re right, but let me fail on my terms. I wanted your help, yes. It was something we could do together, have my best friend by my side saying, ‘You tried, Tess.’ But no. You push and push and made it about you. Your mission, even after I told you I had it handled.”
Kade didn’t mince words either. “If I don’t push you, you’d do nothing. You need someone who forces you outside that box you hole yourself up in all day long.”
“What I need is someone who accepts me the way I am and respects my wishes. I’ll say it again, and maybe this time, you’ll actually listen. Thank you, but I no longer need your help.” A thin chill hung on the edge of her pointed words.
“Fine,” Kade said sharply.
“Fine.”
Kade stood in the middle of her living room, wearing an expression clouded with anger. She waited for him to storm out, but he didn’t move, only continued his heated glare as his heaving breaths raised his chest.
He walked over, kissed her forehead, and said, “I’m sorry.”
“Me, too.” She was sorry. Sorry she’d asked for his help. She suppressed her anger under the appearance of indifference. With her feet firmly in place, she didn’t budge as she stood with her arms crossed over her chest. If she didn’t press her lips shut, she might have said something she’d regret later.
Kade turned on his heel and left her apartment.
The moment the knob latched closed, Tessa sank into her chair. She yielded to the compulsive sobs that shook her, infuriated by his betrayal again, she couldn’t expect Isaac to be as forgiving as he was before.
Her mother was right; they needed boundaries. Clear, defined lines that neither could cross. But most of all, she needed to put her affection toward Kade to bed. For good. They weren’t soulmates, and they wouldn’t ever be. All she could hope for was they would remain friends, whether best friends or a downgraded version remained to be seen.
But from where they each stood, Kade didn’t seem to know her as well as she’d thought he did. He wanted to fix her, as if she were broken. He thought she needed a shining prince to rescue her from the proverbial tower that needed extra nudges out of her comfort zone, but he was wrong.
She wasn’t stuck. Tessa didn’t need rescuing; she was more than capable of looking after herself.
She turned each lock and leaned her back against the cool wood. With her eyes closed, hot tears rolled down her cheeks.
In all the various scenarios she pictured her future, Kade had always been the front-runner. Then, Isaac had come into the picture, and the race was neck and neck. And now, she didn’t know where Kade would place.
Tessa grabbed her phone and texted Isaac. What better way to forget her past than to seek comfort from her future?




Chapter thirteen

The plane came to a rolling stop. While others unbuckled their belts and opened the overhead compartments, eager to retrieve their belongings, Isaac stayed idle, bobbing his knee, and staring at his phone, waiting for Tessa’s response. 
He didn’t like lying to Tessa, but he wanted to surprise her and earn the biggest smile she’d give to date. He knew each smile of hers wasn’t given away willy nilly. Each smile needed to be earned.
His grin grew when she replied with a sad face emoji. He rested his head on the seat and waited until the crowded plane thinned before grabbing his carry-on bag above him.
The bustling airport was no match for Isaac. He weaved through the crowd of confused walkers searching for their gates. He had places to go and one face he couldn’t wait to see. With his extensive list of to-dos before he could head to Tessa’s apartment running through his mind, he barely realized how quick his taxi ride home was.
Isaac jumped in his shower to wash off the jetlag and stood in his closet. What should he wear to meet his future in-laws? He took options off the shelves before settling on a navy, plaid, collared shirt with a navy tie and matching cardigan sweater. As he stood in the mirror, he realized he looked like someone’s father or uncle and ditched the sweater altogether.
Isaac fished for the boxes he’d tucked in his carry-on bag, lifted the hinged lid, and admired the gift he’d bought for her while out of town. He slid them into the inside pocket of his navy bomber jacket.
With every hour spent away from her, she ran through his mind. He couldn’t get her out of his thoughts, so much so that she distracted him from his daily duties. He wondered what she was doing, and if she was okay. Did she miss him like he missed her? He was enamored and couldn’t get enough of her. Every minute of every day he ached to see her, hold her. Kiss her.
When he spotted the jewelry store, he couldn’t help himself and went inside. He’d searched high and low for just the right gifts to make her eyes sparkle. Remembering all the times he’d spent with her, all the white-gold jewelry went out the window. She always wore gold. It complemented her darker skin tone.
And then he’d seen it. Diamond studs and tennis bracelet. Cost didn’t matter. He’d handed the clerk his card and left a blissfully happy man. Seeing her surprised expression would be satisfying enough.
He knew there was a possibility his gesture could blow up in his face. She might feel awkward accepting a lavish gift after such a brief time, but he was willing to take the chance. As much as he wanted to take things slow and steady, they were each other’s future. Fate brought them together. She wouldn’t have a choice but to accept his gifts, either now or a year from now. Since their rain-soaked kiss, and hanging out with Rose, he couldn’t help but imagine about what their future held.
Thoughts of kids popped into his head. He had lied when Tessa asked if he wanted children. No matter whom he’d dated before, he’d been firm in his stance. No kids.
His own childhood hadn’t been ideal; his father was not the idol he proclaimed himself to be, but an abuser in the truest form. Growing up afraid of his father’s temper and fearing he or his mother would be on the receiving end, he refused to continue the cycle. Years of therapy had taught him which triggers to avoid, but life didn’t give warning shots before dreadful things happened. Meditation and yoga helped, self-help books taught him tips and tricks to calm himself when he felt backed into a corner, but until he was thrown into a shitty situation, he could only hope to handle it rationally.
Then a shitty situation arose. Terrified of his temper, Isaac realized how similar he was to his father when pushed to his absolute limit. He never wanted to subject a child, his child, to that scarring behavior.
And then he’d seen how Tessa interacted with her niece. The tough exterior she projected to the world slipped away. He’d enjoyed watching her dote on Rose, laughing and giggling with her, and imagined what it would be like having children with her. Would they share her darker skin tone, her curls, or would his genes dominate with lighter hair and skin? Would they have her tougher exterior, strong-will, and determination, or his fierce work ethic and cooking skills? No matter how he sliced it, they’d be adorable and a force to be reckoned with. Instead of the idea terrifying him, it delighted him.
Isaac drove to the florist to check off the first item on his to-do list. Since meeting Tessa, he was becoming close acquaintances with the shopkeeper.
“Good evening, Mr. Davenport. What can I do for you today?” His new friend wiped her hands clean on her green apron and approached from around the counter. “We just received a lovely assortment of snapdragons and scabiosas.” She showed him the two flower varieties and all the colors she had in stock. They were exceptional.
“I need three bouquets, and a smaller fourth one for a little princess. Hers should be all pink. The others can be a mix.” Isaac bent and inspected a dark burgundy shade of ranunculi. “Can you use these in one of the larger bouquets? Play off the rich colors, like the first bouquet you made for me. The others can be of your choosing.”
“Sure thing.”
Isaac stood around and waited as the clerk removed flowers from various hydration buckets. He checked his emails and sent a few of his own.
“Did you want roses in any of them?” she asked.
Isaac thought about it. “Only in the smaller one. Her name is Rose, so it would be cute. Just one though.”
He clicked on an email from the owner of Good On Paper, one he’d been waiting on. After avoiding all of Isaac’s calls, he’d finally responded. The moment Isaac read the owner’s response, his jaw clenched tightly.
“Are you freaking kidding me?”
“Something wrong?” the shopkeeper asked as she wrapped each bouquet with ribbon and twine.
“Sorry. No. Just work stuff.”
He tilted his head back and sighed. Whatever Tessa’s friend had accomplished must’ve gotten the owner’s hopes up, and he had flat-out declined Isaac’s very generous offer. Isaac already anticipated it happening. As much as he didn’t want to move forward with Plan B, the owner had forced his hand. Isaac wasted no time and jumped to his second plan of action. He normally didn’t fight dirty, but for almost a year, he had scoured the market for properties. None had what Good On Paper did. Prime location and a decent set of bones.
Isaac composed an email to all book vendors he could find, not that there were many left. It didn’t take long to figure out who Good On Paper sourced his books from, so, it was his first email he sent.
Promising Tessa a bookstore wasn’t the smartest business plan. Each supplier he spoke with had trouble replenishing their stock and it was only a matter of time before book vendors became extinct. But if the only reason her store got shut down was due to a lack of inventory, he considered it a success.
His Plan B route didn’t just help him by hurting the bookstore. He needed all the books he could get his hands on for Tessa’s shop. Left to him, he’d buy every supplier’s lot, and he had already started striking deals. He imagined she’d open the store in the wee hours to grab a book from the shelf if she had trouble sleeping. She was free to do as she pleased with the store. As long as he kept his word and it put a smile on her face, that was all that mattered.
Either Isaac bought the entire building and everything inside Good On Paper, or he cleaned the bookstore’s vendor dry. It was a win either way he spun it, even if it was underhanded.
The shopkeeper put the final additions on each bouquet, and Isaac picked a pink butterfly embellishment to add to Rose’s arrangement. The wings were on thin springy wire, and with each subtle movement, the butterfly flapped its wings.
Isaac placed all the wrapped flowers inside his car and walked across the street to a liquor store, where he purchased wine and a nice bottle of scotch for Tessa’s father. He wished he’d asked if they were drinkers, but he couldn’t show up empty-handed.
He checked his watch. It was around the time he figured Tessa might make the trek on foot to her sister’s house, but he had no intention of her walking alone at night, despite telling her his flight was delayed.
He pulled in front of her apartment building and realized he didn’t know which one was hers. He debated pressing every button until he stumbled upon the correct one. And then he saw a black heart next to apartment 3D. What were the chances? Isaac pressed the button.
Tessa answered, “Hello?”
He tried disguising his voice. “Delivery for Ms. Heart.”
She laughed and said, “There are cameras, Isaac. I can see you.”
The front doors buzzed, and he swung them open. He didn’t wait for the elevator to arrive; instead, he jetted up the stairs and stood in front of her door, eager to see her. The few days apart felt like months. He checked his breath against his palm.
She swung the door open and flung herself into his arms, nearly knocking him off his feet. His back hit the wall behind him as his arms enveloped her.
“If this is my welcome back greeting, I may need to leave town more often.”
Tessa pulled away just enough to swat his arm. “I don’t think so, pal.”
Isaac’s smile broadened. He could get used to those reactions. When she stepped away, he eyed her from the top of her half-up-half-down updo to her feet. He mouthed the word, wow. “You look…” He rubbed his chin and bit the side of his lower lip. “I’m the luckiest man alive.”
Out of breath, Tessa grabbed his hand and pulled him into his apartment. “Sorry for the mess. I wasn’t expecting company.”
The moment his feet stepped inside her apartment, Isaac’s OCD sounded like an alarm in his veins. A place for everything and everything in its place. The motto was a foreign concept in Tessa’s apartment, but he found a sliver of comfort in it because it was undoubtedly her in every way.
He wasn’t surprised to see odds and ends she’d gathered from markets or bought second-hand. Nothing matched, but somehow, it suited her. Given the bright yellow chair with puckered stitching on the back to the light tan couch that looked as if it’d seen better days, Isaac wondered if Tessa had lied about the ever-popular Carson Stanford paying his employees well.
He moved farther into the apartment and headed straight toward a window with a gray bench underneath. No wonder she often retreated there. It was her very own cozy nook with pillows and blankets and soft fairy lights that faded on and off in slow increments. It was a dreamy, reading haven.
Isaac stood near the cushion-covered bench and peered out the window. “Is this where we people watch?”
Tessa walked behind him and clutched his arm, resting her cheek on his jacket sleeve. “Yup.”
He turned to her and glanced into her heavenly brown eyes. He raised her chin with his finger. He’d never desired eye contact until Tessa came into his life. Whenever their eyes met, the power of their shared bond ignited his wildest desires.
“I’ve been dying to do this.” Isaac leaned closer. His heartbeat thumped in his ears, a quick rhythm that sang to him.
Her eyes fell shut just as their lips touched. It was nothing less than blissful perfection. So supple, so soft. He had never tasted anything so sweet.
While he was away, he’d fantasized about what their first reunited kiss would be like. Would it be forceful or gentle? He expected it would have memorable characteristics, but he’d never expected to feel like he was floating on a cloud. His body reacted as he pulled her closer, melting against hers with tingles sparkling inside him.
It was a soft, whisper of a kiss, but it sparked a colorful display of fireworks inside him. Her lips were pillowy, and he caressed them the way they deserved. Air barely filled Isaac’s lungs, but with Tessa near, it was as if breathing no longer became necessary. Before he could cover her mouth with his and trace the fullness of her lips longer, harder, and deeper, he pulled away, too weakened and dizzy by the powerful force she wielded over him. She must’ve felt it, too. Her arms didn’t fall away, only clutched him tighter.
Stunned and breathless, Tessa froze as he pulled her close, aching to taste her lips once more. He stopped himself from moaning in her mouth as he remembered what her smooth skin tasted like. The room twirled again and he snapped himself out of the dreamy daze and broke away.
She hummed with a slight grin. “Well, okay then. We should probably get going before they send out the search dogs. Nervous?”
Isaac cleared his throat, as if it could erase all the improper thoughts that ran wild in his imagination. He adjusted his tie and said, “Of course, I am.”
“Don’t be.” Tessa faced him and tugged on his tie, removing it altogether. “We aren’t that formal.” She unclasped his top button and stood back, eyeing him as she nibbled on her bottom lip. “You look more relaxed now.”
He stole a few looks, himself. Every time before, she’d appeared makeup free, but not tonight. With a subtle smudge of eyeshadow, her dark, sultry eyes popped. He would always be drawn to them, but now, they were like his siren song, singing to his soul.
There wasn’t any outfit created that wouldn’t flatter her. Between her work attire, that white top from their first dinner, and her yellow dress, nothing she wore was unappealing, and tonight, was no different.
Her jewel-toned maroon sweater had a v-neckline so deep, it showed off her black lace bra-like top underneath. Her cleavage nearly made him lose his mind. For a girl who could slam back a moon-sized burger, the belted sweater accentuated her slender waist. He didn’t know where she hid all those calories. The black skirt was shorter than he preferred, but he forgot all about that when he focused on her black fishnets and over-the-knee stiletto boots. Who was this girl before him? He tried not thinking about his dark-haired goddess lying in his bed with nothing but those boots, but he couldn’t suppress his desires no matter how he tried.
A hum of approval stirred in his throat. She placed her hand flat on his chest, and all he thought was how she’d need pliers to remove his hands away from her body when the time came.
“Wait.” He shook his head and reached into his jacket. “Happy belated birthday.” Isaac pulled out one of his gifts.
“Isaac,” she said in a half-warning, half-cooing tone. “You didn’t need to give me anything.”
He handed her the long, rectangular, blue velvet jewelry box. “For my girl…” he stammered. “Girl-girlfriend? I don’t know what word to use, to be honest.”
She tilted her head with a meek grin. “Girlfriend sounds nice.” She looked at him for a quick moment, and then lifted the hinged lid, and gasped.
“What the hell?”
Inside the velvet box sat the bracelet he’d picked out. The shimmering facets dazzled in her apartment. Even the clasp had diamonds embedded in the gold.
“This is too much.” Tessa exhaled. “I can’t accept this.”
Isaac put his hand over hers. “I’ve missed celebrating so many of your birthdays.” He stepped back and held up both hands. “Non-refundable, so, unless you want me to fly out of town again, lose money on airfare, hotel stays, only to receive a store credit—“
She groaned. “You’re impossible.”
No matter how hard she fought him, he wasn’t taking no for an answer even if it was completely refundable. Isaac took the shimmering bracelet out of the jewelry box and reached for her hand. His hand slid along the soft maroon material and fastened the gift on delicate wrist. “I noticed you wear gold, but if you prefer white-gold or rose-gold, platinum, or whatever, I can exchange it.” He winked.
She reached to cup his cheek, and his slight stubble grazed her soft palm as he leaned into her touch. “Don’t be ridiculous. It’s beautiful. I love it.”
He reached into his inside pocket again and presented her with the smaller box.
“Ah, come on,” she groaned. “No.” Her head nod was adamant, as was her step away from him.
Isaac chuckled to himself. “Yes.” He opened the box and flashed his second birthday gift as he inched close to her again. “Earrings to match.”
The delicate diamond studs were just as stunning as the bracelet, but they wouldn’t truly look remarkable until they were adorned on each ear. They weren’t big or gaudy, just the perfect karat size for her. “Put them on. I’ll wait.”
Tessa exhaled as she snatched the box with a quick roll of her eyes. Isaac hid his smirk behind his hand as she put the box on the kitchen counter and removed the thin gold hoops from her ears.
With her hip jutted out, she stood in front a mirror as he admired her. He followed her curves, tracing her soft lines into his core memory.
As much as he’d wanted to deepen the kiss earlier, those steamy exchanges needed to wait. The future was already theirs for the taking, no sense in rushing. The longer they held off, the better it would be, because their connection would strengthen and intensify every urge, want, and desire.
“How do they look?” Tessa stood across the room and pushed her curls away from her ears.
With half of her hair in a high ponytail, he enjoyed seeing her face more clearly compared to when she wore it down. The delicate lines of her jaw contrasted her sharp cheekbones, the ones he ached to caress with his thumb.
Unable to restrain himself, he said, “I don’t know. I might need a closer look.”
She sauntered to where he stood in the middle of her living room, hips swayed side to side, and she held her hair back. “Close enough?”
He shook his head, and she inched even closer. If either inhaled, their chests would touch.
Isaac pressed the flat of his hand on her lower back. “Hideous compared to you.”
Not only did Tessa’s cheeks flush a beautiful shade of pink, like soft hints of rouge, but a sly grin also played on her precious mouth. “Then why on Earth are you buying me hideous earrings?”
“I don’t know.” Hs lips brushed against hers as he spoke. He could have easily kissed her again, but he didn’t. A wash of heat ran over his skin. Every part of him was on high alert.
“Just fucking kiss me,” she whispered.
Her command sent him over the edge as both corners of his mouth tweaked higher. “Yes, ma’am.”
When their lips touched, it was far from delicate. A raging hunger stirred from deep within. His tongue dipped between the seam of her lips, and he finally got the taste he craved. Even with her heels, Tessa lifted herself higher onto her toes to reach his mouth. Their kiss was an unspoken admission neither said aloud, first hard, then soft, then hard again.
Isaac held his soulmate tighter. They kissed open-mouthed, panting as their bodies moved to the slow rhythm of their hearts. Their hands canvassed each other’s body. Everywhere she touched left a trail of fire inside him until his longing intensified and gnawed in his middle.
Isaac’s better senses snapped back to reality. With her hands pushing his jacket off his shoulders, he needed to pump the brakes. He reached up to her face and cupped her cheeks in his hand, holding her still long enough to break away. He was breathless and dizzy again, panting her face. “We should get going.”
Tessa nibbled on her lower lip with a nod.
Her smile lit his world. When he placed another soft, petal-like peck on her lips, he knew he was in for one hell of a night.
She stood in front of the mirror near the door and applied a matte burgundy lipstick to match her top. “It’s a beautiful night. Wanna walk?” Tessa asked.
“As much as I enjoy watching you strut around in those sexy boots, I’ll drive us. Besides, I have a few things in the car.”
“Not sure if you’re a big lipstick fan, but what do you think?”
Isaac took a few breaths to answer. With the added dark red hue on her full, pouty lips, she was stunning. Drop-dead gorgeous. But he hadn’t forgotten about all the times he’d seen her without a full face of makeup. Tessa was a natural beauty that needed no enhancements.
“You’re a goddess, Tessa. You must know that, right? Like in every sense of the word.” He moaned his approval, careful not to get too close again, unsure if he possessed the willpower to stop himself a third time.
“Let’s get going,” Tessa said, without answering his question.
Even if she didn’t know it now, he would make her believe it over time.




Chapter fourteen

“You ready?” Tessa asked again, as Isaac parked in front of her sister’s house. 
Isaac nodded. “Do you think your family will like me?”
Tessa leaned over the center console and combed her fingers through a few strands of his light brown hair. “They’ll love you.”
Isaac inched closer, and her lips settled on his with a dreamlike intensity. He cupped her cheek, holding her in place before releasing. The thrill and excitement of their blossoming connection kept a permanent smile on Tessa’s face.
“Before we go inside, one more thing.” He twisted his body and reached into the backseat.
Her mouth salivated as his bare neck sat in front of her while he fished for whatever he was reaching for. She had to bite her lip to stop herself from tasting his skin. One by one, he pulled three bouquets of mixed flowers from the back seat and handed each to her.
“What’s all this?”
He groaned and reached for more. “One for your mom, sister, and Rose. And here,” he said, handing her another bouquet. “One for you.”
She knew which one was hers. The darker colors sang to her soul. She clutched the breathtaking arrangement to her chest. “Look, it matches my sweater.”
He glanced at her and then her bouquet. “I wish I could say I planned that, but that would mean I was peeping through your windows. I draw the line at stalking. Are they drinkers, because I also have wine and scotch for the guys.”
She couldn’t stop herself and pulled him in for another kiss.
“What’s that for?” His handsome smile was almost as intimate as his kisses.
“For being you.”
“Come on, Ms. Heart,” he said with his own grin. “Let’s go meet the family.”
Isaac opened the trunk and plucked out the bottles he’d bought. Tessa couldn’t tell if she was feeling his nervous energy or her own swimming inside her. She had never brought another man to meet her family before and didn’t know how any of the unpredictable souls inside would react.
As Isaac stood with his arms full of gifts, the tension in his shoulders was evident, shoulders high and tight. Who wouldn’t be tense meeting someone’s family, but as Tessa stood back and watched Isaac, she focused on only one tension she knew of. With every kiss they shared, every intimate gaze and subtle touch, their sexual tension thickened.
If her family hadn’t been expecting them, Tessa might have suggested they head back to her apartment and finish the kiss they’d started earlier. And if they had, she might’ve ripped off everything that hadn’t been gifted to her that night and gave him a gift of her own. Her body.
But since Tessa smelled Maggie’s cooking by the sidewalk and hadn’t eaten anything all day—too nervous about their dinner—she had to settle for counting down the minutes until dinner was over, and feast on Isaac for dessert.
Tessa took the bottles of wine and scotch from him as he grabbed the flowers from her. They walked side by side, and before Tessa could knock, the door swung open. Kota stood in the entryway, beaming from ear to ear.
“They’re here,” he shouted over his shoulder and his low ponytail whipped the side of his face.
Kota pulled his sister-in-law into a bear hug as Isaac stood behind, arms full of flowers. Tessa would have normally fought him off, but not today. Today, she hugged him back, only tighter.
“And you must be Isaac.” Kota extended his hand and then pulled him into a hug. Both were all smiles as if being reunited with a friend.
Tessa reclaimed her place by Isaac’s side as she held on to his arm and pulled him into her sister’s house. She hoped he’d eventually feel like one of the family.
As each person introduced themselves, Isaac handed off flowers, hugs, or handshakes. Maggie accepted a handshake and the flowers, while their mom pulled him into a familial hug as if he were a long-lost family member while Dad patted Isaac on the back and welcomed him to the family as if he and Tessa were already wed.
Standing behind Kota’s legs, peeking out from the side, was Rose.
“Oh, now you’re shy again?” Tessa knelt and pulled her niece into her arms. “A couple days ago, he was your best friend. Now you act like you never met him.” Tessa sucked her teeth and then sighed. “Did you wear this beautiful dress for me? You know this one is my absolute favorite.”
Her niece looked down and patted the red and white polka-dotted cotton. “This one?”
“Yup. I love the way it flares out, and my favorite part is the giant red and white bow in the back.”
Rose spun around to show Tessa her bow.
Tessa gasped. “And you wore my favorite sneakers? The red ones. You might win the Best Dressed Award tonight.” Tessa scooped Rose into her arms.
“What’s my prize?”
“Hmm.” Tessa put her finger to her chin. “You gotta to show the new judge first.” She put her niece down and pointed to Isaac, whispering, “He’s the new judge.”
Hesitantly, Rose nodded and shimmied her hips in a quick dance, showing Isaac her pretty polka-dotted dress.
Isaac handed her the smaller bouquet filled with various shades of pink. “You’re the winner. Hands down.”
Rose grabbed the flowers and hid her chubby-cheeked grin behind a big, blooming peony, giggling to herself. Her nose crinkled as she eyed the arrangement more closely. “I hate roses.”
Isaac knelt and jerked the rose out of the bouquet and tossed it over his shoulder. “What rose?”
Rose giggled.
“See. You’re number one, and I’m number two.”
Rose’s giggles got louder. “Number two is poop.”
“Rose,” Maggie reprimanded. “Can we have one night without poop talk?”
“Ah, come on, Mags,” Tessa teased as she gently poked her older sister’s stomach. “The baby is pooping inside you as we speak.”
Maggie turned to Isaac. “You’re stuck with her now. You know that, right?”
Isaac chuckled. “I’m okay with that.”
With Tessa’s arm draped around Isaac’s waist, her other palm rested over his heart, flaunting, without flaunting, the bracelet Isaac had just given her. She tapped a few times until her mother noticed.
“Oh, dear.” Her mother pulled her daughter’s wrist to inspect the glittery accessory. “Did you give this to her?”
Tessa glanced at Isaac’s face, noticing a flush spreading across his cheeks. He put his hands in his pockets and rocked on his heels.
“He surprised me with it today. Isn’t it beautiful?”
“A little soon to be spending that kind of money on her, don’t you think?” Maggie asked, tone full of snark.
Tessa stuck her tongue out at her sister, but Maggie just rolled her eyes and headed back to the kitchen without another word.
While Maggie put the finishing touches on dinner, Kota and Isaac fell into a conversation about real estate, a topic Tessa knew next to nothing about. Over time, she figured she’d learn the ins and outs of Isaac’s interests, and he’d do the same for hers. If he held up his part of their contract, she’d need his expertise to help guide her on how to run a successful business when she opened her own store. The quick thought sent a chill down her spine.
As her father joined in on their conversation, Isaac’s posture slowly relaxed. He spoke enthusiastically about pitching offers and the thrill of finalizing a deal. Tessa’s dad threw in a slew of his own questions, asking about his past and what he thought his future held, as any protective father would. It was clear with each follow-up question he was ensuring his daughter’s future was in excellent hands.
“Taking care of Tessa is my number one priority now,” Isaac replied.
Hearing him speak with such assurance, made Tessa’s parts tingle. She’d never imagined she’d be with someone so devoted and protective of her, but not in a possessive or controlling way.
Isaac wasn’t the type of man she thought she’d match with. She’d never been opposed to dating outside her race; she’d just never met anyone she wanted to spend a lot of time with. It was one hundred percent her fault, though. When she wasn’t centering her every waking whim around Kade, she holed herself in her apartment with her face in a book.
Isaac was no Kade, but he had his own swag. He dressed well, had a successful career, and could charm the pants off anyone, including her parents. Best of all, Isaac adored her for who she was.
“Well, her ever-changing interests might run costly,” Tessa’s father joked. “Hey, Tess, how are your accordion lessons coming along?”
“Meh.” She shrugged. “I stopped going. Did you know they’re really loud instruments?”
“Right, right, right…”
While Tessa and her mom discussed nursery decor, she watched as Isaac walked around the living room, stopping at each photo hung on the wall. Unlike Tessa’s apartment, Maggie’s home was a shrine of family photos, ranging from their childhood to present day. His eyebrows hitched, and cracked a grin when he stood near pictures of Tessa as a preteen.
He walked up behind her and wrapped his arms around Tessa’s middle. “You have a lovely home, Margaret.” He rested his chin on Tessa’s shoulder before placing a soft peck on her cheek.
Her mother grinned from ear to ear, clearly finding it doting. Tessa could tell by the way she hummed to herself as she stared at the two of them. Tessa needed to get used to the displays of affection in front of her family.
“Thank you. Notice the Hot Mess Tess phase?” Maggie pointed to a picture of her and her sister in the dining room, the same one he stared at the longest.
Tessa clicked her tongue. “I was twelve. Everyone was awkward at that age.”
Kota shouted from the living room, “Not me. I’ve been a stud at birth.”
“So, what’s your excuse now?” Tessa fired back, and Kota erupted into a boisterous laugh.
“You still are a stud, babe,” Maggie cooed. “Don’t listen to Tessa.”
“Thanks, hon.”
Once Maggie made the finishing touches to the meal, she corralled everyone to their seats. Tessa’s chair was decorated with balloons and streamers. Sitting on her plate was a paper crown Rose had made from red paper.
“Since you missed the special treatment last week, Rose insisted we celebrate tonight,” Maggie said as she set various dishes filled with steaming food onto the table.
Rose nodded at every turn.
Rose made certain everyone knew she created the crown herself and requested Tessa wear it for the remainder of the evening. Tessa placed the handmade, red paper crown on her head and showed it off to the family.
“Babe,” Kota said as everyone passed food around the table. “Aren’t we still waiting for someone?”
Maggie glanced around the table. “No. Everyone’s here.”
Kota’s eyes widened as he raked a hand through the stray black strands of hair that fell from his pulled-back ponytail. His expression was odd. It was as if he realized he had made a grave mistake. “So… I may have asked Kade when he was coming tonight.”
Tessa’s stomach plummeted. Out of her thirty years of living, her ears had never let her down before, but she asked him to repeat himself just to be sure. “You did what?”
Maggie turned to her husband, eyes narrowing into his soul. “I told him we weren’t doing family dinner tonight, and then I told you I told him that.” Maggie huffed. “Isaac, when you and Tessa marry, a word of advice. Listen to your wife.”
With a slight grin, Isaac nodded. “Duly noted.”
Dread consumed Tessa. It whirled inside her, making her nauseous. Since their big fight in her living room, she hadn’t spoken to Kade. And now, another confrontation was imminent. Who knew how long it would take for things to return to normal after she explained who Isaac was?
Tessa groaned and fidgeted in her seat. “I just wanted it to be, you know. Family.”
“Uncle Kade isn’t family?” Rose asked and her bottom lip jutted out, Her chin quivered.
Tessa’s mom patted Rose’s shoulder. “Of course, he is. Your aunt misspoke. Didn’t you, Tessa?”
Tessa’s knee bobbed under the table. She turned to Isaac to explain, but his lips were pressed tightly together. Was he upset, too? The longer she held his silent stare, the more uncomfortable it made her. She had to unglue her gaze from him. His expression, his energy, had a domino effect on her own emotions and if she didn’t break away there was no telling how far they’d spiral together.
Kota grabbed his phone and said, “Oh, he’s—“
And then the knock came. Two quick taps before the door pushed open.
“Uncle Kade!” Rose shouted and rushed over to him.
Tessa’s throat closed as Kade stood inside her sister’s home. It wasn’t the typical reaction she was accustomed to. In the past, a lump formed when she saw him, the ache to be with him swarmed her nerves, but now, her nerves rattled her. She hadn’t returned any of his texts or calls, still too annoyed that he didn’t understand why she was so upset. Perhaps if she had come clean sooner, Kade might have understood why she needed him to take a backseat about the bookstore.
And now, everyone was going to meet face-to-face for the first time.
“Sorry I’m late, guys. I got stuck at the store.” Kade held an enormous bouquet and the largest tan teddy bear Tessa had ever seen.
Isaac stood from his chair, eyed Kade, and then her. “Friend, huh?”
Tessa rose, too, while her niece wrapped her short arms around Kade’s thick neck.
Kota mouthed the words “sorry” to her and Maggie while shared a few pointed words before acting as if it had never happened.
Trying to ease the tension from the room, her parents welcomed Kade with open arm and waved away his tardiness. “No need to be sorry. We were just sitting down,” Tessa’s mother said as she ordered her husband to fetch another place setting before Kade reached the table, including his usual choice of beverage. On beat, Tessa’s father moved fast.
“There she is,” Kade said as Tessa approached him. “Still ignoring my texts and calls?” He smirked as he held Rose with the crook of his elbow. With his free arm spread wide open, he met Tessa Tessa halfway.
Tessa went in for a quick and friendly side hug and turned her cheek as he tried to kiss her hello.
“Okay then.”
“Hello, Kade,” Isaac greeted, extending his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, finally. Isaac Davenport. Tessa’s told me so much about you.”
Tessa’s brows scrunched together. Unless he could read her thoughts, she hadn’t said much about Kade other than him being her best friend, the friend that helped her with the infamous petition that spiraled into the current shit-show.
Kade’s smile fell. “Ah. Isaac Davenport of Moorings, LLC. What are you doing here? Ran out of businesses to ruin?” He extended his hand as his dark gaze shifted back toward Tessa. He noticed Isaac’s other hand resting on her hip. The longer he stared, the darker his expression grew.
Isaac laughed at Kade’s comment, dismissing it entirely. “Yes. And I guess you’re taking a break from spreading false hope to said businesses.”
Kade’s gaze bounced from Isaac’s hand resting on her hip to her face and back again. “And he’s here because?”
Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Tessa swallowed. Hard.
Isaac he leaned down and placed a soft peck on her temple.
Kade’s mouth parted, and his expression got infinitely darker. “I’m sorry. How well do the two of you know each other? Tessa has been very vague with the details of your business dinner.”
She had never meant for Kade to find out this way. And she sure as hell had never intended for Kade to find out while Isaac’s warm body sat flush against her back or with his hand holding her hips.
She blamed Kade. Had he not overstepped, again, she would have told him earlier that week.
She opened her mouth, ready to spill the truth, but Isaac beat her to the punch.
“We’re soulmates.”




Chapter fifteen

The savory aroma of Maggie’s cooking filled the house, but the air was so thick Tessa could slice it with a knife. Too thick to breathe. Tessa stopped inhaling altogether; her lungs simply wouldn’t do their designated job. She wished her heart would stop, too, just to keep every bodily organ on the same page. 
Kade, frozen, mouth agape, barely blinked an eye.
“He doesn’t know?” her mother whispered.
Tessa shot her mother a glare that made her sit back in her chair.
Like the trooper Maggie was, she stood between her sister and Kade. “Why don’t we have a seat before this food I slaved making gets cold?”
If it weren’t for Rose gesturing for Kade to sit beside her, Tessa thought Kade might’ve stood there and collected dust as a new statue in Maggie’s living room. Tessa and Isaac returned to their chairs on the opposite side of the table, facing the still-stunned Kade and a smiling Rose.
Kade’s gaze traveled from Isaac and back to his best friend. Unlike Kade, Tessa didn’t have the nerve to face him. Not right now. Isaac grabbed her hand under the table and offered a gentle squeeze. Like a moth to a flame, she turned to him and the corners of his mouth turned up. It helped lift the uncomfortable tension in her body, but only slightly. It would take more than a quick handhold to settle Tessa’s racing heart. Yet, if Isaac stayed relaxed, she knew she could, too.
Her secret was out. The worst of it was over. She wasn’t totally out of the woods yet, but until she grabbed Kade’s ear and dived into a deeper discussion, she no longer needed to stress over saying the words aloud.
No one spoke for a few minutes. They passed plates of piping hot food around the table. Everyone to grabbed what they liked and began eating. Tessa scraped her plate and pushed her food around, picking at it more than eating, while Isaac hummed with every bite he tasted.
Isaac ate a forkful of shrimp scampi and rice. “Maggie, this is amazing. You should open a restaurant.”
Kade chuckled to himself.
Tessa scoffed. “Why are you laughing?”
Maggie’s food was nothing less than amazing. If given the chance, Maggie could pack a house and wow customers left and right with her dishes. She could even give Chef Faye a run for her money.
Looking around the table, Tessa wasn’t the only one in disbelief by Kade’s laughter.
“No, I mean, of course. Her food is great,” he stuttered. “It was just funny to me. First, he promised you a bookstore, and now he wants Maggie to have her own restaurant. Anyone else want a business?” Kade glanced around the room for any takers, and then nodded toward Isaac. “He’s handing them out left and right.”
Isaac wiped the corners of his mouth, but his smirk stayed firm. “Hey, what can I say? When I see potential in a building or a person, I’ll gladly invest however I can.”
Maggie cleared her throat. “Well, I appreciate the compliment. I can’t run a business and deal with Rose over there.” She eyed her four-year-old, and everyone shifted their stares toward her, too.
Oblivious to everyone’s stares, Rose was busy shoveling chunks of chicken tenders into her mouth.
“Rose, slow down, or else you’ll choke.”
Rose listened to her mother and chewed in slow motion, but shoved piece into her mouth until she looked like a chipmunk with two stuffed cheeks.
Maggie sighed as she rubbed her belly. “This next one better be easier.”
Maggie deserved the World’s Best Sister trophy. She knew how to squash tension from a room, and redirect it elsewhere.
Tessa’s mom’s eyes went wide. “You might get lucky, but I didn’t find that to be true.”
He pointed to Tessa and Isaac with his fork. “When did all this happen? When did you two link?”
Before Tessa responded, Maggie took control again and steered the attention toward her. “On her birthday, oddly enough.”
Kota said, “I thought you said—“
Maggie cut him off before he finished. “Crazy how things happen, right?” She eyed everyone around the table, that knowing glare that commanded everyone to keep their lips sealed, and then tended to her plate, eating a forkful of leafy greens.
Just as Tessa expected, no one corrected Maggie’s timeline.
“Oh.” Kade gulped his cocktail, and his already gigantic eyes got infinitely larger. “Guess that explains a lot.” He pushed the food around his plate after a deep breath. “Well, that’s great news. Isaac—can I call you Isaac? She’s a great girl. You’re one lucky man.”
Tessa turned toward Isaac, her soulmate, and their eyes locked again. Startled by how a single glance could simultaneously frighten her and arouse every part of her body. She froze.
Wearing the most handsome smile to date, Isaac answered. “That I am.”
“A toast to the newly matched couple?” Kade lifted his glass, and everyone followed his lead. “Congratulations on finding your match. May your love blossom with each passing day. Oh, and to Maggie, the greatest cook this side of the Atlantic.”
Everyone clinked glasses and sipped their glasses except Tessa. She gulped.
Unlike times before, the meal was missing a key ingredient—the back-and-forth banter around the table. Either they were too busy chewing to talk or the odd tension between Tessa, Kade, and Isaac snuffed any chance of a normal conversation from happening.
As Tessa’s mother, sister, and brother-in-law helped straighten up after everyone was finished, Kade and Isaac chatted in the dining room, alone. Tessa sat on the couch with Rose, trying her hardest to eavesdrop on their conversation, but Rose insisted they play the letter game. Tessa drew a letter on Rose’s back, and she guessed what it was. With Rose giggling and twitching from Tessa’s finger, she couldn’t hear what was being said in the other room.
She watched Isaac pull his phone from his pocket and excuse himself before heading out the back door for privacy. Like Tessa, Rose was just as nosey, and she jumped off Tessa’s lap and snuck out the back door.
Kade sat across from Tessa. She loved how she sank into Maggie’s couch. It swaddled her body into quiet submission, but today, she wished it ate her whole. Questions were coming, his questions, and she was terrified of hearing and answering every single one of them.
Kade sipped from his glass and sighed. “So, that happened. Didn’t think to share sooner?”
She didn’t want another argument, so Tessa chose her words wisely. “I tried, but other topics side-tracked my efforts.” She leaned forward with her elbows on her knees. “Do you blame me for not telling you, though? You said our friendship wouldn’t matter once we matched. I was only trying to hold on to it until you met the same fate.” She sat back and crossed her arms in front of her chest, as if the insignificant gesture might protect her heart from whatever rebuttal he threw back.
He shook his head in his hands. “That’s not what…” Kade sighed. His gaze fell to his lap before he lifted it again and said, “Well, you have firsthand knowledge now. Does it change anything?”
It changed nothing and everything all at once. She couldn’t admit she still cared about him in ways she shouldn’t. Kade held a special place in her heart, but it was different now. It had to be different now. Her heart swelled for both men. Revealing the full truth wouldn’t help, it only complicates matters further, not just for Tessa, but for Kade and Isaac as well.
Tessa spoke the truth Kade needed to hear. “I still care about our friendship.”
He leaned back on the sofa and slapped his palms on his thighs. “Well then, it’s settled. Nothing will change. Strictly friends.”
Tessa tilted her head to the side and frowned, confused by his choice of words. “We weren’t strictly friends before?”
Kade released a long breath. “No, we were. I mean, you know,” he stuttered. “We were close friends.” He eyes shifted around the room before adding, “No more sharing your bed after my drunken late nights is what I meant.”
“I still have a couch.”
The expression Tessa missed seeing on Kade’s face returned. That grand smile of his, the one that nearly encompassed his entire face met hers. It had been ages since she’d seen him grin like the Cheshire cat.
Tessa had fancied herself as the odd person out, experiencing life differently than others. Parts of that were true, like her meeting Isaac before her intended age, but now, she hoped Kade would remain in each other’s lives and their friendship wouldn’t fade.
Kade searched the room before speaking again. “The jury is still out, but he seems like an okay guy from our quick chat, aside from his dig about sticking my nose where it didn’t belong.” He rolled his eyes and made a face.
Tessa stayed quiet. She agreed with Isaac on that one.
“I’m sure we’ll get along.”
She smiled to herself, imagining the two men sharing a laugh, having a beer, or watching whatever sport Kade was fixated on at the time. “You have no idea how happy that makes me.”
“You know me.” He stretched his arms to his sides, leaning back on the couch. “I can get along with anyone.” He popped his collar and flashed Tessa his pearly whites. The Kade she knew and loved was slowly returning.
Rose ran back into the living room with a puss on her face and her arms folded in front of her. She sat beside Kade and said, “He’s a phony baloney. I don’t like him.”
In one swift motion, Kade swooped her onto his lap. “What are you talking about? Who is a phony baloney?”
She turned to Kade and whispered in his ear.
Kade’s head cocked to the side as he stared at Tessa’s niece with his head cocked to the side. “Really?”
She nodded like a bobble head and whipped her arms across her chest, adamant in her stance. “I don’t like him.”
Maggie summoned Rose into the kitchen and she scooted off Kade’s lap, running again.
Kade lifted his shoulders. “Something about overhearing Isaac on the phone yelling.” Kade snorted. “He’s probably dealing with the aftermath of my success.” He did little to hide his shit-eating grin.
Isaac returned just as Tessa’s parents emerged from the kitchen holding a large, book-shaped cake. They sang to Tessa as she hid her face behind her hands. She’d purposefully made her business dinner date with Isaac to avoid this exact scenario. The moment only became tolerable once Isaac’s hand grazed the small of her back. His touch soothed her anxiety away.
Everyone took a slice. As they ate the lemon-raspberry dessert, Tessa kept a watchful eye on her niece. Every time Rose ate a forkful of cake, she gave Isaac the evil eye. Tessa couldn’t help but laugh. One minute, he was her best friend, the next, she acted as if he had burned all her stuffed animals.
“Isaac,” Kade called out. “We should meet up one day next week. You, me, Kota, and Pops.”
“That’s a great idea,” Kota chimed. “You like IPAs?”
Isaac gave a half nod, half head shake. “Honestly, I’m not a big drinker, but I’ll try anything once or twice if it’s good enough.”
Maggie leaned into Tessa’s ear from behind the couch. “On a scale of one to one hundred, how awkward is this moment for you?”
Tessa whispered back, “A steady ninety-nine. Thanks for asking. And be sure to thank your husband for me. His big mouth made the day super memorable.”
Maggie ate a large forkful of cake. “I’ll take care of him behind closed doors. Don’t you worry.”
“Best birthday gift ever.”
Maggie leaned closer to her sister. “Guess your fawning over Kade days are over?” She waited for Tessa’s reaction, which came as an agape mouth. “A blind person could see it.” Maggie viewed everyone at the table, and used her fork to point to the ones she was almost positive knew, too. “Even though Isaac’s new and just met everyone, I’ll bet money he knows. And as smart as Kade thinks he is, I’m seventy-five percent positive he’s oblivious to your feelings for him.”
“Is it weird that I want them to get along so I won’t lose Kade?” Tessa asked.
“Is it weird this happened before your birthday?”
They nodded in unison.
Maggie waved around her empty fork. “It’s sort of fitting for you. You’ve always played by your own rules. I guess some things never change.”
Tessa laid her hand on her sister’s belly. She didn’t expect to feel anything; hell, she was barely showing despite all the jokes she made about Maggie packing on the pounds, but Tessa loved moments like these when it was just the two of them sharing secrets.
Maggie placed her hand over her sister’s and whispered, “If you ever need to talk or vent, I’m here. You must be freaking out. I just want you to know I’m here. Okay?”
Tessa wrapped her arms around her sister’s neck and kissed her cheek. “Can I swing by at three in the morning?”
“You better not. I’ll leave you outside until the neighbors alert the authorities.”
Isaac sat beside Tessa, continuing his conversation with the guys. His hand rested on her knee, and she succumbed to his relaxing touch. Her shoulders no longer were hitched to her ears, her breathing evened out, and her knee no longer needed to bounce uncontrollably under the table. The four most important men in her life were laughing together, smiling, and enjoying everyone’s company. Maybe she could have it all—her soulmate and her best friend. She didn’t have to let go of anyone she loved.
She leaned her cheek against Isaac’s shoulder, and he offered a quick peck on her temple before he draped his arm around her.
As the night ended, Kade said his farewell and headed out while Isaac and Tessa thanked Maggie for the lovely dinner before Isaac drove Tessa to her apartment.
Isaac walked her to the lobby doors, and before he leaned in for a goodnight kiss, she stopped him. “Wanna come back upstairs?”
Isaac’s eyebrows rose, and before he uttered a lame excuse why he couldn’t, she pulled him through the lobby doors.
They stood with their fingers laced together and waited for the elevator to arrive. Once the doors closed behind them, Tessa made her move. She pushed Isaac to the back of the elevator and pinned him against the wall. No words were said. All she needed to do was let her emotions roam free, and he’d either sense it or he’d see it in her eyes. She gripped a fistful of his navy jacket and gave him a quick tug. Face-to-face, Isaac’s shy grin turned into something wickedly sexy.
A hum vibrated in Isaac’s throat as she nibbled on her bottom lip, watching his large hand grazed over the puffed burgundy sweater material and softly along her arms. Everywhere he touched left a trail of warmth in its wake. Wondering what his hands on her bare skin would feel like almost drove her mad. She needed to find out.
She leaned closer, aching to feel his lips on hers until the elevator dinged and the doors opened on her floor. With her grip still on his jacket, she pulled him out of the elevator like a dog on a leash. He obeyed.
Tessa backed herself against the wall. The cool surface eased the slow burn of her creeping anticipation. She needed all the relief she could get with Isaac pressed against her. He peered down and lifted her chin up with his finger. She’d waited all night to have him alone in her apartment, where they could indulge in countless tongue exchanges and familiarize themselves with each other’s body until they gave into their desires and burned the apartment down with their fiery lust.
“Are you sure?” As he waited for her response, his breaths came in short, quick pants.
Tessa’s teeth left a dent in her lower lip as his rushed breaths blew the hairs around her face. He placed his palms on the wall behind her, refusing to touch her again unless she said the words.
The unknown made her body burn. Tessa didn’t stop herself from touching him, though. She grabbed his belt and tugged him achingly close. With his lean body pressed against hers, his wanting dug against her pelvis, catching her off guard.
As they stood, silent, her misery mounted. They shared the same ache and want. All she wanted in that moment was for him to kiss her. Hard.
She let go, and draped her arms around his neck, pulling herself close to him. “I want you.”
Isaac forced his mouth on hers with an urgency only she understood. Their tongues dueled in a feverish frenzy, and while their lips stayed locked, Tessa dug into her purse and fished blindly for her keys. They stumbled along the hallway, lips devouring each other without breaking contact until a neighbor opened his door because of the commotion. He scoffed before slamming it shut.
Detached from Isaac’s lips, Tessa scurried toward her door with Isaac pressed against her back. He moved her hair off her neck and dragged his tongue along the sensitive skin below her ear. He sucked, licked, and kissed. Her eyes fell shut as she relished every magical stroke of his lips, tongue, and teeth until a soft moan vibrated in her throat.
“You better get this door open before the entire third floor gets a show, Tessa.”
The way his voice turned hoarse and husky, the way her name was spoken with such force, made her hair stand on end. His hands found the hem of her top and teased her bare stomach with the pads of his fingers.
Tessa fumbled with her keys. Her knees weakened. His threat was all too real. She stalled to see how it would play out, but when he said her name again in a feral groan deep within his throat, she unlocked the door and dumped her belongings to the floor.
She spun, and their lips found each other’s again as she guided him toward her bedroom. With rushed hands, she moved fast and pushed his jacket from his shoulders, and one by one, she unlatched each button on his pressed shirt then discarded it on the floor with every intention of wearing it and nothing else tomorrow morning.
Her hands ran along his bare chest, caressing his smooth, toned body. The frenzied mood from outside suddenly shifted as she explored his bare skin firsthand. Tessa wanted to slow things down and revel in the electric hum between them as each stroke of her hand caused a stronger buzz inside her. She wanted to savor every touch until it prickled her skin. As her hand moved over his arms, chest, and stomach, he reacted.
He pressed his mouth to hers again, an earth-shattering, panty-dropping kiss that aroused her deepest desires. A sharp, wild need pulsed between her thighs, an undying desire that ignited a fire in her core. Tessa pushed him onto the bed and straddled his body. The burning urge to taste his skin drove her temporarily insane.
As she bent down to savor his tongue again, her hair formed the perfect, curly curtain around them. She moved her mouth over his jaw, feeling his stubble on her tongue until she settled on his neck. His moans got louder as she teased him with her careful tongue.
Isaac didn’t put up a fight. She knew he was giving her the control she wanted. He rested his hands on her full hips as she feasted on his flesh, dragging her teeth and tongue to his chest. With each nibble, his grip on her hips tightened. She nibbled harder. Hungry moans hummed in the back of his throat and she reveled in the vibration that stirred on her tongue. The more she flicked, the harder he gripped her, and the harder it became to suppress moans of her own.
He wrapped his arm around her middle and rolled over, propping himself on top. As much as she enjoyed controlling the tempo, the fire in Isaac’s eyes made her thighs quiver, an ache for him to have his way. To tempt and tease her. To show her the power he wielded over her.
Tessa’s hands traveled over every inch of his wide shoulders, strong arms, and biceps. She couldn’t get enough. She wanted more of his bare skin. She wanted all of it. Her manicured nail traced a line down the middle of his torso until he released a held breath.
Although still clothed from the waist down, his erection pressed against the inside of Tessa’s thigh. If she didn’t free him soon, she feared he’d tear through his pants. She reached for his belt.
But Isaac grabbed her wrist. “Wait.”
The request stunned her. She lifted her eyes to meet his and exhaled quickly. The seductive stares faded, replaced by something else entirely. Something was on his mind.
Instead of lying on the bed naked and exploring her body, he sat on the edge of the mattress with his pants still on. He raked his hand through his hair. “I need to ask you something. Just to clear the air.”
Tessa’s breathing calmed, but she didn’t want to talk. Other than how he drank his coffee in the morning, what was there to discuss? With the throbbing of her desires pulsating between her thighs, reluctantly, she sat beside him and focused on his face instead. With her hands tucked under her, unsure she could keep them to herself, she waited for him to speak.
The moment he mentioned Kade’s name, all sexual urges diminished, replaced with mounting frustration.
“I sensed he was more than just a childhood friend.” He held his hand up before Tessa could speak. “It’s fine. Kade seems like a decent guy when he’s not sabotaging my business plans, but we’re together now.” He reached for her hand and she gave it. “If he’s your friend, I want to get to know him. Everyone should be on the same page, though. I’ve been down this road before, and I can’t stomach living through a betrayal like that again, not with you. Not with what we are. Soulmates.”
Anxious energy emitted from Isaac, almost a fearful one, but it was his choice of words that caused Tessa to retract.
“What Kade and I have,“ Tessa emphasized the last word for good measure. “Is just a friendship. A close friendship. It won’t take you long to notice the type of women he prefers. He brags about it left, right, and center. He’ll always be my friend, though. I can’t imagine that’ll ever change.” She used her words precisely, so Isaac understood her firm stance.
His head fell as he shook it. “Then someone needs to tell him that, because he’s clearly in love with you.” He reached for her hand as her mouth parted. “You don’t need to lie to me, Tessa. I sense you have feelings for him, too.”
“What?”
“It was written on both your faces. When you heard he was coming, and how the two of you shared glances—your nerves flared. It was weird. I thought it was too soon, but I think I sense your emotions already. I thought it happened later, after the bonding ceremony, but every so often, there’s this charge inside of me, unfamiliar and odd. At least, that’s what I think is happening. And don’t tell me you were oblivious to how he feels about you. It’s blatantly obvious.”
Tessa blew raspberries. It was absurd to think he could sense her emotions this early on. And she definitely didn’t want to agree to what he said about Kade. Was she that oblivious?
“I’m sorry.” Isaac stood from the bed and bent to pick up his discarded shirt and jacket. “This matching thing took us both by surprise, but I know what I feel when we’re together. It’s undeniable. Perhaps I shouldn’t have brought it up, but since we’re connected, I want to be as honest with you as possible.”
He turned to her, hunched on the edge of the bed, defeated. “I’m sorry, Tessa. I needed to get it off my chest rather than ignore it. I wanted to make a good impression tonight, not just with your family but with you, too. And now, I messed everything up.” He groaned and raked his hand through his light-brown hair, and stormed out of her bedroom.
Tessa hurried after him. The sudden shift between them hit her hard. It felt wrong.
“Wait.” She wrapped her arms around his middle and stopped him mid-stride when she thought he would storm out again. Isaac was partially right. She let him go. He spun to face her. “I appreciate your honesty. As much as I avoid conflict at all costs, thank you for speaking your mind instead of letting it fester. You’re right. Tonight was stressful. It’s not only still new for us, but for everyone in our lives, too. It’ll take time, but we all need to adjust to the new norm.”
Isaac nodded while shrugging his shirt over his shoulders. “I’m gonna head out. As much as I’d love to continue what we started, I’m afraid I murdered the mood.” He reached for her hand, and when he pulled her into his arms, her body melted against his. His warm embrace righted all the wrongs of the evening. “I’m crazy about you, Tessa. Even if we weren’t linked together, I’d be crazy about you. I just want our first time to be... perfect.”
As much as she wished he’d tear her clothes off and touch her bare skin, she admired his restraint and determined transparency.
He leaned down and pressed a soft kiss on her lips, nothing like the feverish ones from earlier. It was delicate, but wonderful. Overwhelmed by the hum of loving energy projecting off him, her heart skipped three beats. He cared for her, and his kiss spoke louder than any words could.
Isaac threw his arms into his jacket and headed toward the door. Just as he cracked it open, he said, “I’m probably the dumbest guy on the planet for leaving.”
Tessa bit her lower lip with a grin. “Dumbest… Or most romantic?” She kissed him goodnight before closing the door behind him and pressed her back against the wood. Eyeing the ceiling and then the bracelet adorning her wrist, she inhaled, deeply.
Alone in her apartment, she sighed. “Maybe you’re both.”




Chapter sixteen

Isaac’s lips crashed into hers. His hands traveled up her shirt and cupped her breast, puckering her nipples under his burning, frantic touch. He dragged his tongue over her lips until his mouth traveled lower, painstakingly slow, along her neck. 
Her swollen mouth let out a breathy moan as her hand gripped his and squeezed. The desire to be ravaged by him sang in her veins and screamed in her core until she reached lower and wrapped her hand around his hard cock. He sucked in a long breath through clenched teeth.
“Is that what you want?” Isaac asked.
She hummed back with a sly smile.
“Don’t you want me?” Kade whispered in her ear. Kade was lying beside her in all his naked glory. He reached over and cupped her other breast before claiming her mouth.
She took turns sharing her lips and body, torn between the two men. Isaac tended to her breasts, caressing and sucking on her dusky nipples while she explored Kade’s mouth with hers. She pulled Isaac up and shoved her tongue between his lips while her hands traveled along Kade’s ripped six-pack until she reached his rock-solid cock.
Isaac broke away, and his hand crept between her quivering thighs.
“I want you both,” she whispered through bated breaths. “I need you both.”
They replied in unison, “You can’t have us both.” Each set of their hands stimulated various sexual parts of her body; it rippled with waves of pleasure.
She was achingly close to the finish line. The vibration between her thighs pulsed throughout her body. With a few flicks of Isaac’s fingers between her thighs and the sucking of Kade’s tongue on her nipple, her body began its journey to pure pleasure.
Tessa jerked awake in her bed. The throbbing in her feminine core continued outside the dream world and into her real one as Tessa clenched her thighs, resisting the urge to finish what the dream had begun.
“Damn, that was hot.”
She flung herself back onto the mattress with her eyes closed and tried to regain the moment of the dream, but it had already slipped through her fingers. “Ugh,” she groaned as she lay there, trying to grasp any memory that could satiate the hunger inside. The dream was too far gone, and so was the aching sensation between her legs.
Still trapped in her sheets, she wished for another hour of sleep. After Isaac had left her apartment, it took hours before she’d dozed off, and when she had, she tossed and turned all night. She’d considered calling him with hopes his velvety voice could lull her to a peaceful sleep, but when she eyed the clock, she didn’t want to disturb him.
As she lay in her bed, their last conversation replayed. It didn’t sit right. He’d mentioned dealing with a similar situation in the past, but he gave no further details. Whatever truth lay behind those words, the emotions he’d projected raised an instant red flag. She should have asked what he meant, but it would have only opened the doors for him to ask his own questions, dragging her truths to the surface.
There was no denying they shared a direct link to each other’s emotions now. She didn’t understand how, or why, but she chalked it up to being Tessa Heart, the girl who played by her own rules. The more she thought about it, the more she disliked the direct link to Isaac’s emotions. Sharing them, the bad ones particularly, sensing his presence weave inside her, became difficult to know where her true emotions ended and his started.
And none hit the same. Some sentiments zapped instead of buzzed, while others were soft like whispers. Happiness felt like velvet brushing against her insides, but when he was anxious, like when he’d pulled away and sat at the edge of her bed, it was as if dull thorns pricked her stomach. She couldn’t help but wonder if those sensations would strengthen over time until each had full access to the other at the loudest volume possible. The thought terrified her.
All her life, Tessa had preferred bottling her emotions rather than spilling them, and now, overnight, she’d become an empath, transferring her own and receiving Isaac’s. She wished someone would offer a class on how to maneuver or cope with her newfound capabilities.
After exhausting herself with so much worry, she dozed off for an hour with no threesomes filling her imagination before dragging herself out of bed. She trudged into the living room and curled up on her couch, snuggled in her blanket and cracked open a book.
Her phone buzzed on the coffee table. “Heart Enterprises,” she answered, monotone. “I’m sorry, but you’ve called during non-business hours. Please leave a message after the beep. Beep.”
“Meet me for lunch.”
It was too early to whine or argue. She tugged her half-finished crocheted blanket over her head.
“I have crap to do around the apartment,” she said, and yawned into the receiver.
Kade chuckled. “I’d put money on it you are either still in bed, or on the couch doing nothing with your day. Where are you now?”
“What time is it?” Tessa asked as she checked the time on her phone.
“Noon.” He sighed. “Throw some clothes on and meet me now. We need to talk. I’ll bring lunch.” He hung up and left no room for her to deny his request.
She groaned in protest as she flung the frayed blanket off her head and put her feet on the floor. She’d planned on staying home and eating straight out of the ice cream carton with one hand, and have a book in her other. After the dramatic events of last night, she needed a mental escape.
Tessa threw on an over-sized black tee and black leggings. She didn’t even look in the mirror before exiting her apartment. As she waited for the elevator, she put her curls in a bun that sat high at the top of her head.
Still yawning, she casually strolled to their known spot. The water crashed against the pier; sprays of salt-water hit her face as she neared the bench they frequented. Kade was already waiting. She cleared her throat and approached. Resting on his lap was a brown takeout box, and a matching one sat beside him.
He lifted his eyes. “Was I right? Couch or bed?”
Tessa huffed as she slumped beside him. “Shut up.”
Tessa opened the box he’d brought for her. Inside was a chopped salad with grilled chicken and extra croutons. Kade dug into another bag and handed her a sizable container of Cesar dressing that she dumped onto the salad.
With his salad in one hand, he turned on the bench to face her. “You eat, I’ll talk.”
That’s how it was with him. Kade would talk about his daily adventures dealing with music industry folks while Tessa listened, but today’s tone differed. It was written on his face—eyes focused, posture stiff. A serious conversation was on the horizon. Tessa didn’t doubt he had wanted a few questions answered.
“I didn’t want to mention it last night, but I’m gonna say it now. That was really fucked up, Tessa. To find out how I did.” He shook his head as he lowered it. “Yeah, we had a fight a few days before, but you matched before our fight. You had more than enough time to tell me. I may have hidden it well in front of everyone, but that shit hurt. You hurt me.”
Tessa’s eyes stayed on her leafy greens. His truth bothered her, but she needed to take her lumps and hear him out. She sat her container on the bench and took a page from Isaac’s book. Instead of hiding, she faced Kade, ready to deal with the hurt she’d caused him.
“I planned on telling you, but at first, I was in shock. I didn’t want to believe it. Then, everything that happened with the bookstore and your involvement. I just pulled back, hoping the situation would calm down until I figured out how to tell you.” She reached for his knee. “I didn’t want you finding out how you did. I’m sorry. It also didn’t help that I kept replaying your comment at our dinner—that once we matched, we wouldn’t care. That we’d be so swept away by our connection we’d forget about each other. I dunno. I thought if I held off telling you, nothing needed to change between us.”
“That’s not what I meant. You really think I meant a stranger could supersede everything we have?”
“That’s what you said,” Tessa threw back.
Kade leaned back with his arms stretched wide and sighed. “For someone who I think is pretty intelligent on most days, you’re also an idiot.”
“I’m an idiot?”
“Yeah. You,” he mocked. “I meant we wouldn’t care what the other person, our soulmate, thought. We’d still be a part of each other’s lives.”
He paused while Tessa smacked her forehead. She had completely misunderstood him.
Kade sighed. “I always wondered what our chances of linking were. I can’t imagine having a strong bond with anyone but you. That shit is real. Organic. And the time we…” His shy smile grew, and his brow rose. “Hooked up.”
Tessa peered at the water. She couldn’t let him see the embarrassment wash over her face. Her body ran warm at the few memories she still had of that evening.
“I know we promised to never speak about it, but fuck it. It happened. It was special. I spent a lot of time thinking about this. Ever since the Friday before your birthday, I couldn’t help but realize how different I felt. Inside. And I’m not making this up. It may sound crazy, but my chest hurt, like I sensed you were going to match.”
Tessa’s heart stammered. Her head spun, unsure what she should do with this information?
“Say something,” he begged.
She met his eyes. It wasn’t the time to let her emotions deviate off course. Not now, not ever, and especially not in front of Kade, who still held a secret place in her heart, where it’d remain for all of eternity. “No one, and I mean no one, will come between us.” She couldn’t hold his gaze long; the power behind his stare had become overwhelming.
After an inhale, she found the right words. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m connected to Isaac. It’s a weird pull, strange almost, and I hate how foreign it is going from free will to what feels like none at all. But my match with him didn’t overshadow our friendship. I can’t cast you aside. I won’t. But it was selfish of me not to tell you sooner, so, I’m sorry.”
“Look at you, taking accountability.” Kade sat back and chuckled to himself. “Davenport must be a good influence.”
“Shut up.” Tessa backhanded his arm, but he was right. If Isaac hadn’t confronted her last night, she might not have been so transparent.
“For real though, I’ll admit, I had him pegged as a villain because he wanted to tear down my girl’s favorite store, but he’s okay, I guess. Hell, if he matched with you, that’s gotta account for something. Can’t lie, though. I’ll miss how things were between us.”
Tessa picked her salad back up and bit into a piece of chicken. “Some things will change, but not everything. You know one thing I’ll miss? Keeping my feelings to myself. This connection thing is crazy. I’m not sure I like it.”
Kade’s grin beamed. “You know how many times I wish I had a glimpse into your head? I’d kill to know what you were thinking or feeling. But nope. Even your expressions are a blank slate.”
“Isaac’s probably regretting ever making eye contact with me. There are all types of craziness happening inside this noggin. It’s weird though. Sometimes his energy makes me… nervous? Anxious? I can’t explain it. Like last night, he was sitting on my bed and—“
“Nope. I can’t stomach hearing about that.”
“No, no, no. Nothing happened. He’s been a perfect gentleman, but he brought up a past relationship. All these emotions swirled inside me, some could have been mine, but I think they were his, too. . I don’t even want to know how we’re able to sense each other this soon, but I think it’s already happening. It was a mixture of anger, hurt, and nervousness. I mean, I was nervous, too. I don’t know.” Tessa shrugged. Her brain hurt from trying to figure it out.
She folded her arms in front of her like an insolent child as she wondered if she’d feel differently had she matched with Kade instead. Would she hate the idea of sharing a deep soulmate connection with her best friend? His happy-go-lucky moods would irritate her day after day, but at least he wasn’t a stranger. She knew almost everything about him.
Kade rested his hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “Meh. You’ll adjust. Look, you barely tolerated me each day, and now you can’t get rid of me,” he joked. “We’ll all hang out together. I’ll be fun. How’s that sound, friend?”
She hated how it sounded. Friend. How could one word suddenly sounded and felt so informal? But any other alternative was an impossibility. She needed her destined mate to get along with her best friend, and if they could befriend one another, even better.
Kade glanced at his watch. “Let me walk you home.”
The two friends walked side by side but didn’t talk much. Thoughts and emotions splashed around in her head swimming back and forth, colliding into one another until her brain hurt. Seeing Kade and hashing things out, her guilt intensify, churning her stomach. She had one job—keep her eyes down until Kade’s birthday—and she failed. Miserably.
Before she let her emotions set the mood of her day, Tessa sucked in a deep breath. As they reached her building, Kade discarded their lunches in a garbage bin and wrapped his muscular arms around her petite frame.
“Don’t worry. The next time I see you, I won’t make it weird. I promise.” He kissed her forehead and left.
Tessa stood on the sidewalk, watching her friend walk away. She hoped he’d turn around and throw her a quick wink or wave goodbye. Instead, he stayed on the path with his eyes forward, so she took a cue from his playbook and tried focusing on her path forward, the one that led to her future.




Chapter seventeen

Isaac phoned Tessa and asked if she had plans for the evening. He wanted to surprise her with another interesting date. He didn’t close down another restaurant so they’d have the space all to themselves or buy her yet another flower arrangement to add to her growing bouquets in her kitchen. 
Tessa loved reading. So, when Isaac saw the lineup of events listed on the park’s bulletin board, he couldn’t help but think it would be perfect for a date night.
“You asked for advance notice. Tonight, pajamas are encouraged for where we’re going.”
She begged, pleaded for him to tell her where, but as much as it killed him to disconnect their call, if she kept prodding, he would bow to her command and reveal his surprise date. As it was, he hoped her pajama choice wasn’t some lacey number that left little to the imagination but a baggy pair of sweats and an oversized tee shirt. He didn’t need the added distraction or risk copping a lewd act in public ticket.
Isaac sat behind his desk, making calls to divert his attention away from the woman he couldn’t wait to see until after sun set. He prepared himself for his date. Dressed in a pair of black lounge pants and a zip-up hoodie, he drove to her apartment. The car ride left him plenty of time to replay his impromptu conversation in her bedroom the night before. He wanted her to know she didn’t need to hide anything. He was her soulmate and that would never change. He thought by letting her know he had already sensed her unresolved feelings toward Kade, maybe she’d feel more comfortable admitting the truth.
When he’d gotten home, he’d scoured the Internet and read reports about matching. In most cases, any longing for another ceased upon locking eyes, but there were rare occasions where they didn’t disappear until the unification ceremony solidified one’s connection. He was less worried about Tessa’s feelings and more concerned about Kade’s intentions. Having dealt with a nearly identical situation with Amina, he wasn’t about to relive that betrayal again. But he didn’t want to be that guy, the jealous, controlling boyfriend, either. Trust was crucial. Their match had brought them together for a reason, but he knew the soulmate pull wasn’t enough to sustain a happy life.
He had meant what he said to Tessa. He would spend time with Kade simply because of what Kade meant to her, but the chances of them sharing any type of genuine friendship was slim; at least in his eyes. Isaac knew little about her friendship with Kade, but Kade was his polar opposite. From the brief conversations he’d heard last night, Kade was a social butterfly, bar-hopping every weekend and hanging out with different music celebrities, none of which Isaac recognized by name. Tessa had admitted early on how much she hated that scene, and the more he wondered what they did together to pass the time, the more his shoulders, jaw, and fists tensed. He couldn’t stomach speculating whether they’d taken their friendship to the next level.
Before he could notify Tessa of his arrival, she was standing outside the lobby doors speaking with a beautiful woman, but all conversation ended when she spotted Isaac’s car.
Tessa’s pajama ensemble did not disappoint. Her curls were pulled up into a large croissant-like shape on top of her head. Her pants were gray and fuzzy, with large pink hearts on them, but when he spotted her choice of footwear, he knew they were a match made in heaven. She was adorable. The floppy-eared, pink, bunny slippers completed her look.
She skipped to his car, flung the door open, and slid inside. “For once, we’re dressed for the same date.” She leaned over the console and pressed her lips to his.
He smiled as he soaked her in. “I’m glad you didn’t second guess me.”
“If I hear pajamas, I’m not challenging you about it,” she said with sass. “Where we headed?”
Isaac drove the short distance to the park. “How do you feel about the book, To Chase A Tale?”
He didn’t need to wait for her answer; he knew it already. She had the book on one of her many bookshelves in the apartment. The bright yellow spine stood out like a highlighter stuck in a pile of black sharpies with colorful tabs of paper sticking out of the pages.
“Outstanding book. Why?”
“Well, they are playing the movie in the park. I brought blankets, butt cushions, and they have drinks, popcorn, and a candy stand in case we want to make it a true movie night.”
She turned her head toward him, mouth slightly parted, but wearing a grin. “You are great at planning dates. My idea of a fun date night is sitting on the couch, both of us reading a book in blissful silence, while we mindlessly rub each other’s feet.”
Isaac hummed. “That sounds nice, too.”
Isaac pulled into the lot, grabbed all his things from the trunk, and clasped Tessa’s hand. They headed toward the large white screen in the middle of the field.
Buttery popcorn and cotton candy aromas filled the air. He couldn’t wait to get his hands on the biggest container they sold. He only hoped she liked her popcorn with a hint of salt and a lot of butter.
“Let’s set up our blanket before we get our goodies. You pick the spot.”
Tessa scoured the stretch of green grass in front of the large tapestry where the movie would be projected. Blankets, both empty and occupied, lay on the grass. Some had couples already lounging and waiting, while others were spread out for picnics or sharing buckets of popcorn and booze.
She pointed to an empty spot behind two women lying on a cat-printed blanket, gazing at the stars. “I say we settle in over here.”
She and her bunny ears skipped ahead and waited. The two of them laid the cozy sherpa blanket, along with the rest of their things on the grass. Tessa dragged him toward the intoxicating scent of popcorn.
When his mother hadn’t rewarded his good grades with cheesecake stuffed strawberries, she’d taken him to see a movie and always bought him the largest bucket of popcorn they sold. She even let him mix in his favorite chocolate candy to get the perfect combination of salty and sweet.
The line for the concession stand moved fast. He didn’t have time to find out Tessa’s order or if it aligned with his.
“Can we get a big bucket of popcorn, extra butter?” She slid three boxes of chocolate candy toward the clerk. “I’ll take these, too.” She turned toward Isaac. “Did you want anything?”
I’m in love.
Isaac was pleasantly surprised by the amount of food she ate whenever they were together. He wished he knew where she hid it all. “Are we not sharing this?”
Tessa giggled. “If I must.”
He moved behind her and wrapped his arms around her chest, nuzzling his face in the crook of her neck. Within seconds, she rested her hands on his, rubbing her thumb over his skin. She was so warm, and her hands were so soft. How was he supposed to get through the next two hours and not fantasize about her hands on other parts of his body?
I eyed the counter with our order on display. “Let me see if we’re missing any important food groups. Popcorn. Check. Extra butter. Check. Chocolate. Check, check, and check. Add two waters, and pretzel nuggets, please.”
A hum vibrated Tessa’s throat as he completed the order and handed the clerk his card. “I almost always forget the pretzels. You know what’s good? The buttered popcorn—“
“Dipped in the cheese,” Isaac finished for her.
“If I’m ever in doubt about why we linked, please remind me of this moment,” she said with a sigh.
With all their goodies swaddled like babies in their arms, they returned to their awaiting blanket. They took turns tossing popcorn into each other’s mouths and feeding each other pretzels. She was far more playful than the woman he’d first met. She was funny, smiling, and giddy. After they devoured half the pretzels before the film started, they lay on the blanket and admired the sky. As he held her in his arms, she pointed at various twinkling stars that burned bright above them.
“Let’s hope it doesn’t rain soon,” he joked.
Her giggle reminded him of her niece. Both sounds warmed his heart.
“I dunno. That ended up being an interesting turn of events if I say so myself.”
The movie began, and they snuggled side by side. They fit together perfectly. Quietly, she told Isaac how the book differed from the scenes in the movie. He enjoyed hearing the passion in her voice and didn’t want it to stop once she found out he, too, read the book, so he kept it to himself.
As the credits rolled, neither moved. They remained tangled in each other’s embrace while everyone else packed their belongings and exited the field. She stirred and pressed her lips to his before rising and stretching her arms and back.
He admired her and her now lopsided bun at the top of her head. Everything about her was utterly perfect. He had never imagined his soulmate would be so different, yet similar in other ways.
Isaac cleaned the popcorn scattered on his blanket and gave it a good shake, sending kernels in every direction. “Ready to go?”
“Date night’s over?” The disappointment on her face tore him alive.
“It doesn’t have to be.” With his words, her frown shifted. “Tell me what you want to do, and we’ll do it.”
Her arched brow rose, but he hadn’t a clue what ran through her mind. He wished he did.
“There’s one place I’ve never been that I’m curious to see.”
She helped him fold the large blanket into a neat square, and then she grabbed their cushions while he tossed their garbage into a nearby receptacle.
“And that is?”
“Your apartment.”
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Tessa looked around as if Isaac were playing a joke on her. “Where are you taking me?”
Broken bottles, empty cans, and trash littered the sidewalk, Tessa had to be careful where she stepped. Her fuzzy slippers didn’t have the proper protection she had needed to maneuver around the shards of glass.
He looked at her feet. “Fuck. Okay, jump on my back until we get inside.”
Tessa jumped on his back, and he carried her to the front of the building where the ground was free of glass. He punched his code on the numeric lock, and after a quick beep, he swung the creaky door open. Tentatively, she slid down onto the checkered tile in the hallway. When he released the door behind him, it slammed shut and the latch closed, nearly knocking Tessa’s soul from her body.
“I know what you’re thinking. This place has zero curb appeal, like none at all, but trust me, it’s a diamond in the rough. One day, it’ll be a diamond among diamonds.”
From the exterior alone, she was missing the diamond part, but he was spot on about it being rough. All that sat ahead of her was darkness, but as Isaac walked, lights turned on above him with each step. She expected the inside to mirror the exterior, but as she followed behind him, the plain stretch of hallway was spotless and blaringly white. It made little sense.
Tessa had painted an image in her head of where and how Isaac lived. He oozed sophistication, and by the looks of his newer car and clothes, he could afford to live somewhere luxurious and modern, not in a random building on the wrong side of town that looked as if it had been plucked from a dystopian novel.
Isaac led her to the elevator at the far end of the boring, but gleaming, white hallway. The sound of their footsteps echoed around them. When she looked over her shoulder, the lights dimmed. The trailing darkness rattled her nerves. She’d read enough books and had seen enough movies to know that nothing good could happen after traveling down a spooky corridor like this. Someone was bound to get murdered.
“Babe.” She gripped and squeezed his hand tighter. “Is this place safe to live in?”
He put his finger over her mouth. “It’s safer than your apartment.”
The elevator doors slid open and they ascended. When the doors opened again, nothing but darkness sat ahead of her.
“Um…” Tessa started.
He chuckled and put his hand over hers. She was clutching onto him like a spider monkey.
“Lights on,” Isaac commanded, and every light in his apartment sprung to life before her eyes.
Isaac didn’t have a standard apartment. Although the outside wasn’t desirable in the least, the inside was the mecca of all apartments, like a penthouse suite in a luxury hotel.
Tessa’s jaw dropped.
The open floor plan stretched the length of the entire building. At Isaac’s command, the walls shifted, only they weren’t walls at all; they were blinds of the likes Tessa had never known existed. Slowly, they rotated and retracted into the floor, displaying the view of the city. It was glorious, although the neighboring land needed tender love and care.
Everything was state-of-the art. Tessa strolled inside and neared the kitchen. The countertop glittered under the bright spotlights that hung above, and hanging over the center of the kitchen island was a modern, black, iron chandelier. Everything was spotless as if the apartment was staged to sell.
Isaac walked toward his television, and his fireplace lit up. When the crackling of wood didn’t fill the silence, Tessa’s gasps did with each new and interesting thing she discovered.
“Still worried?”
Tessa clicked her tongue. “There’s no way you live here. No one lives here. This is probably staged, like a property you’re trying to flip.” She put her hands on her hips and rolled her eyes.
“Okay, smartass. Follow me.”
She followed him down a long hall around the corner of the kitchen. Soft white light glowed from the baseboards. 
“Then whose clothes are these?”
As she entered the room, or closet, her mouth fell to the floor, ready to catch flies. “Holy sh—“ She choked on her words.
Tessa walked farther into the room and opened random drawers. Isaac was very tidy, almost too tidy. She surveyed the room again and noticed a pattern. Like Tessa, everything was arranged by garment type and in color order. All his white shirts hung neatly on the rack until they faded into varying shades of gray and then black. Another part of his closet had shirts of assorted colors, but all followed the same pattern, crossing over into other colors. Although he had far less vibrantly colored shirts, he had at least three in every color of the rainbow.
“OCD?” she asked. “Does my clutter and organizational techniques bother you?”
He scratched his chin with a smirk on his lips. “There’s an organizational technique in there?” he joked. “A little. But it’ll grow on me as long as I remind myself it’s an organized mess.”
“That’s one way to put it. What would happen if I rearranged things here?”
“Please don’t.”
Tessa toyed with the idea. She lifted a white shirt and shoved it between two black ones. “How do you feel about that?”
Isaac’s eyes shut tightly as his head shook. “I don’t like it. At all.”
She advanced toward him. He was adorable when his nose scrunched at the tip. His eyes were still pressed together when she wrapped the strings of his hoodie around her hand. Suddenly, he was staring right into her eyes.
“I think we need to rearrange your bathroom. Where is it?”
The smile gracing his lips didn’t slip as he directed her where to go next. She pulled him behind her with the strings still wrapped around her fist.
“Look at this.” Tessa moved the soap bottle near the other sink. She sat on the pristine countertop and loved how one half of his grin grew wider. “Oh no. The symmetry is uneven now. What’s Isaac going to do?”
She enjoyed toying with him, but she enjoyed the way he soaked her in, full of lust and hidden pleasure. Like at any minute, he could snap and have his way with her. She, too, felt the charge humming in her body, a scarlet web of desire. Her breath hitched as he leaned his palms on the cool counter on either side of her, inching daringly close to her face. She waited for a rebuttal. She wanted one.
Instead, in one swift motion, he grabbed the underside of her knees and pulled her toward him. She rested her weight on her palms behind her.
“How are we supposed to wash our hands if the soap is over there?” His voice, husky and smooth, reeked of want and his eyes blistered with a burning Tessa wouldn’t mind being scorched by.
It wasn’t a question, but a challenge. Tessa’s body went hot—hot for him, hot for this moment. Isaac leaned toward his soulmate, his eyes half-lidded and hungry and as he licked his lips, Tessa bit hers.
She couldn’t control the trembles of anticipation running over her surface. Would he kiss her or free her from her shirt? Would he make her beg him to touch her again or take the reins and claim what was his? As each second ticked by, the ripples grew and traveled along her spine.
He leaned forward, just close enough for his lips to graze her ear, and dropped his voice to a low, silky whisper. “You must get off on driving me insane.” 
She did, and she made no attempts to hide it as she nodded and closed her eyes. Another ripple ran through her body. Isaac nuzzled his face in the crook of her neck and kissed her skin. Small, seductive kisses until his tongue grazed along her jaw, hitching her breath in her throat. Her lips parted as she cupped the back of his head.
“Is this what you want, Tessa?” Isaac asked, the words breathless on his tongue.
In her own breathless voice, she answered. “Yes.”
“I’m warning you, Tess. If I start, I’m not stopping this time.” His tongue swiped her earlobe.
Tessa’s spine straightened and she lifted her face to his. She wanted his hands, his lips and tongue, every part of his body touching hers. And she wanted to taste him. She was mad with lust, mad for him and all his body offered. She needed to claim every long inch. The heat rose between her legs as she stuttered, “Then don’t stop.”
Those three words were all it took. Their lips crashed into one another. An inner fire in Isaac’s eyes glowed, and Tessa felt the heat of it, not only in her heart but also between her thighs. His lips covered hers hungrily; his tongue explored the recesses of her mouth. She wanted him to feel her smooth skin on his tongue.
Isaac’s fingers dug into the soft flesh of her hips. She wanted nothing more than for him to rip her clothes off her body and and stake his claim.
As Isaac’s mouth traveled along her neck, Tessa unzipped his hoodie, ripped it off his shoulders, and tossed it to the marble tile. His teeth dug into her shoulder, and she gasped. “Oh, Isaac.” She panted like a cat in heat as she lifted his tee over his head.
“We can’t do this here,” he growled and he wrapped his arm around her. Her legs locked behind him as Isaac carried her from the bathroom to his bedroom.
“Lights, mid,” he commanded.
The lights offered a moderate glow, just enough illumination to see naked bodies. She dug her teeth into her lips, glad to be able to see him in the flesh.
Isaac placed her on the mattress, and she propped herself on her elbows, admiring his bare, chiseled chest and defined muscles. She couldn’t disguise her body’s reaction—her mouth watered, her nipples hardened, and her center throbbed. She removed her tee before pushing his pants lower. As they fell to the floor, he shook his head and signaled for her to lie back down. She relished his transformation into a carnal alpha male and did as she was told. He crawled on top like an animal hunting his prey, and as he crept up the length of her body, he inhaled, taking in her scent. His eyes closed as he dragged his tongue along her mouth. Her body quaked beneath him. The longer she lay under his control, the more ways she thought of to please him in return.
He kissed her stomach and inched higher as he pushed up her bra, exposing her glorious mounds. They were like catnip to his male desires. With his hot breath against her skin, her back arched From the look in his darkened eyes, she sensed he wanted her nipples, puckered and tight, in his mouth. She was right. As Isaac wrapped his lips around one, grazing his teeth on it, her breath hitched again. He flicked his tongue over the diamond-hard peaks and she felt the sensation run to the tip of her toes.
She gripped a handful of his hair and held him where she wanted him. Her center ached, a dull pulsating thirst that would only subside once she felt him deep inside.
Isaac unlatched the tight knot of her fuzzy pants and slowly, achingly slowly, slid them past her thighs. As he pulled them off, she undid the clasp of her bra and tossed it to the floor.
Her black panties seemed to be Isaac’s kryptonite. His moan was feral and hungry. It sent a warming chill over her skin. The heat increased as his hand traveled along her silky thighs. He hooked the sides of the lace fabric and lowered them, revealing her womanhood. Waves of her anticipation continued over her surface, but the ripples were flowing faster. He hadn’t even touched her most sensitive parts, yet her body tingled as if she’d already succumbed to the heights of pleasure.
Starting at her ankles, he grazed the pads of his fingers along her legs. Little by little, he crept up, inching closer to her center. Another tremble rolled over her surface. She wished he’d dive right in, already on the cusp, scratching at the edge of oblivion. All she needed was one minor push to free her body and ascend euphoria.
His mouth grazed along her inner thigh, and it shook under his control. As he neared her apex, she spread her legs wider and raised her hands to her chest to caress her breasts and run her nipples between her fingers.
“Good girl.” Isaac’s smile had a spark of eroticism. His fingers danced around her most tender parts, and with each gasp, he gave in a little and inched closer and closer, until finally, he dipped his finger between her warm, wet folds. She sucked in a quick, stuttered breath and moved her hips to the subtle movements of his mouth and tongue. He was exactly where she ached, and he lapped up her nectar, flicking his tongue over her pulsating clit as it hardened on his tongue.
No longer recognizing her own sounds, her moans deepened as he wrapped his lips around her bud. He sucked harder and slid two fingers inside her waiting entrance. It was utter bliss.
His tongue flicked and sucked as his fingers slid in and out.
“Oh. My… god.”
Tessa gyrated on his mouth, moving to the beat of his magical tongue and fingers. She pinched her nipples harder and swirled her hips, grinding herself closer to her finish.
The more she moved, the more he moved and the wetter she got. She was afraid she’d drown him, but the way he sucked, licked, and lapped her up, he didn’t seem to mind. Isaac shifted on the mattress, raising himself to his knees without breaking away from her swollen lady lips, and removed his boxer briefs. Just when she thought she might unravel, he lifted his mouth off her and followed her steady gaze.
Tessa’s eyes widened as she panted. His magnificent arousal sent her insides reeling. He kneeled between her spread legs and held his erection at the base. With her teeth digging into her bottom lip, he slid the head of his thick cock along her dripping folds. It drove Tessa wild. Her body bucked and shifted until she gripped handfuls of her hair, ready to rip it out.
Isaac crawled up her bare body and hovered. Both their bodies burned; heat wafted off each of them. Their lips reunited as he entered her for the first time. She gasped in his mouth as her body stretched to accommodate every inch of his length, tasting her nectar on his lips and tongue.
A fiery passion burned bright, one that forever united their souls as he pumped into her. Nice and slow, until she adjusted to his size, but her smaller frame accepted him willingly and without fear.
He rested his face in the crook of her neck, suckling on her tender skin as he thrust deeper. She was deliciously tight. The longer he stayed inside, thrusting in slow, controlled motions, the more her insides buzzed and hummed, rippled, and soared. She couldn’t lie still. Their bodies danced.
Isaac pushed deeper and picked up speed as she dug her nails into his back and met his driving rhythm beat for beat. The glittering sensation deep within her core intensified, slowly at first, but it grew faster and stronger every time he slid inside her until it blossomed into a frenzy.
Faces close, fingers entwined, they moved to the raw passion between them. They gasped and groaned, giving into mutual pleasure. Her body bucked. His thrusts, rigid and rough, uncontrollable, and raw. They held one another, overwhelmed with the quaking energy siphoning back and forth as their bodies fused in one shared, hot, sticky release.
Tessa was paralyzed by pleasure as Isaac pushed inside her a final time, unleashing his own hearty roar. Neither moved, only continued matching their breathing as they held one another until he rolled off to catch his breath beside her. The earth-shattering orgasm robbed Tessa of her senses. Her legs shook wildly as Isaac’s hand caressed the length of her torso.
His energy poured into her and vice versa. Both swimming in each other’s ecstasy and love, passion, and desire, it consumed her whole.
Tessa turned to him and admired his body once more. She couldn’t keep her hands to herself. Even as she descended from the clouds, she needed his lips on hers again.
And he gave her just what she wanted




Chapter eighteen

When Tessa opened her eyes, she forgot where she was. The bed was far too cozy to be hers. When she turned to her side, her heart swelled as she saw Isaac, sound asleep. 
She didn’t want to disturb him. But she ached to stroke his cock again, even though they’d spent all night touching and exploring each other’s bodies. But the small space between them felt vast. She inched closer, and as if he sensed her presence in the dead of sleep, his arms reeled her in.
She loved his embrace, reveled in the feel of his warm skin on hers. Tessa had never imagined one could convey love through a simple snuggling gesture. She rested her head in the crook of his neck and inhaled the cologne that clung to his skin even after their sweaty exchanges. He didn’t just smell of cologne. Even after the leg-quivering night they’d had, he still smelled of popcorn and chocolate, but also sex and sweat. Neither of those scents turned her off, they only made her hungry for more.
Tessa salivated at the thought of having him again. And again. And again. He was hers. The proof was the overwhelming hum of love and adoration that lingered inside her.
Her body was the perfect size against his larger stature. She held him and offered gentle pecks along his neck and chin until he stirred, softly moaning with each press of her hungry lips. As he exhaled, his arms drew her closer. He nuzzled his cheek against the top of her head and grazed her tongue on his neck until a hum vibrated in his throat. Her nails dragged along his back, and as she neared his bare ass, his body awakened.
His erection grew and pushed against her stomach. Tessa encircled him in her hand. Tessa had never thought the male anatomy to be attractive, but what she held now a very alluring quality.
Soft moans left Isaac’s mouth as she stroked his lengthening arousal. She toyed and played, closed her eyes, and memorized the feel of his soft and plump head, a vast contrast to the thick veins trailing along his hardened shaft. The longer Tessa stroked, the deeper his breaths grew and his hips moved in slow, soft thrusts.
She lifted her face to watch him. His eyes were closed as he bit his lip.
Tessa whispered, “Come for me.”
His moan, a deep rumble from within made her clench her thighs shut. She continued coaxing until his body shuddered, jerking wildly beside her.
“Tess,” he exhaled and his hold eased and then tightened just as fast.
“Don’t fight it, baby. Give yourself to me.”
Her words summoned his finish on her stomach. Tessa grinned as his breathing settled and he released his tight hold on her. He rolled onto his back with Tessa’s head still resting on his arm.
He exhaled. “Am I in heaven right now?”
Isaac slid out of bed, gathered Tessa in his arms, and carried her to the bathroom. “Come on, naughty girl. We gotta clean you up.”
She giggled and clung to his neck as he whisked her into the bathroom, where he set her down in the large, walk-in shower. Isaac turned on the water, and it rained on her at the perfect temperature.
In her apartment, she had to fiddle with the dial to find the sweet spot and even then, halfway through her shower, the temperature adjusted on its own, varying from hot lava to an Eskimo’s piss.
As he stepped in beside her, water ran down his carved-out muscles on his chest and arms. Her hands followed the trailing stream. She enjoyed Isaac clothed, but having him standing in front of her, utterly clothes-less, was a sight to be seen. He was too tasty to be covered. He must’ve enjoyed his sights, too. His cock was standing at attention again.
She grabbed his loofah and shower gel and scrubbed her body. With each inhale of his soap, her senses sprang to life. All day the scent of her skin would offer constant reminders of the man that had ravaged her body.
Isaac put his hand on hers. “No, let me.”
His expression sent a permanent chill down her spine, even under the hot, running water. To be adored, admired, and worshiped by this man had her pulse racing. She handed over the soapy loofah, and he bathed and touched her in places only she had explored alone. It was irresistible. Isaac was irresistible.
As he knelt to wash her legs, his mouth gravitated to her sweet haven. Water washed away the suds, but with the intense fire in his eyes, soap wouldn’t have stopped him. He put his mouth between her legs and licked her clean. Her clit was already sensitive to his touch. He flicked and sucked, kissed, and licked. She gripped his hair while she directed him. He reached his hand above his head and grazed her already hard nipple, pinching it between his fingers. It drove Tessa mad.
Tessa leaned back on the shower tiles; the cool surface warmed under her hot skin. Instinct lifted her leg over his shoulder and gave him more access. Isaac dipped the tip of his wet tongue inside her and her hand gripped his hair tighter as the overwhelming sensation stirred again and it buzzed louder with each flick and stroke of Isaac’s second most powerful muscle. Her legs quivered, and she thought she’d lose her balance, but with Isaac holding onto her hips, she knew he’d keep her steady.
Tessa couldn’t do anything but submit to the sensation. It crept inside her, starting at the tip of her clit and pulsating outward. Her body was awash with overlapping waves of pleasure until the tension built and built; she couldn’t hold out any longer. The moan she suppressed exploded outward as her orgasm ripped her to pieces. Her guttural cry echoed in the shower, amplifying like surround sound in the shower as her knees bucked, but he released his mouth from her, and in one swift motion, lifted her into his arms.
Isaac pressed her against the tile and lowered her onto his erection, just as she came down from one orgasmic high, he sent her back to the heavens. Tessa locked her legs around him as tightly as she could. He was working her into a frenzy, pumping into her as she slid up and down along the tile. While her body bucked and shook, her brain reeled. Every nerve-ending quivered as she gripped his shoulders tighter with each thrust of his forceful hips. He was so deep, so deliciously deep, she was ready to lose her mind. Again.
Tessa’s body went taut. Every secret part of her cried out. “Isaac. Yes. Yes.”
Their lips locked, and their tongues played, but only for a minute. He gave one last thrust and drove his cock deep into her wanting flesh, and they both erupted again. Echoes of their sensual cries filled the shower stall as the hot water cooled against their burning skin.
They panted in each other’s faces as their bodies remained connected; he inside her, and she tethered to his soul. They shared a glance, and the ever-growing connection between them strengthened, a pull powerful enough to conquer the world.
Isaac placed her feet on the tile but held her until she was confident she could stand on her own. Exhausted, they leaned against the wall and turned their faces to one another, out of breath and coming down from their sex high. 
“Where do we go from here?” Tessa asked.
Isaac paused for a moment before he said, “Wherever you want, I’ll take you.”
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“You know your way around the kitchen.” Tessa admired him from her stool as he shuffled about, buttering the pan to make himself an omelet.
“My mom taught me everything I know, not that it’s much. Now, I just play around until I figure it out. But her influence gave me a love for cooking.”
“My mom gave me a love of ordering takeout. My dad, though—he can throw down in the kitchen. Wait ’til you try his barbecue. You’ll want to perform the Unification Ceremony with him instead.”
Isaac’s light brown eyes lit up with a laugh. “I dunno if he’d appreciate movies in the park like you do. So, your sister took after your dad?”
Tessa sighed. Maggie’s talent stemmed from a need to survive. When she was away at college, she’d loathed the cafeteria food. So, she bought a hot plate and cooked in her dorm room. “Mags has always been great at everything,” she said with a quick eye roll. Even today, she hated how easily Maggie adapted and picked up talents. “No one was shocked when she added cooking to her growing list of skills. Me? I’m talentless.”
Isaac scoffed. “You showed me a skill you were amazing at this morning.” He smiled and winked. “I’m sure that’s not your only talents.”
Tessa looked at the ceiling and thought. “Besides napping? Procrastinating. Reading. Um… I have a great imagination. Oh, and I’m amazing at wasting time and over-thinking. A killer combo.”
Even though Tessa had graduated college on the Dean’s List, she’d made nothing of her business degree. It was simply a framed portrait that filled an empty gap on her wall.
Isaac plated his food and sat beside her. “I don’t think you give yourself enough credit, or any credit for that matter. Let me ask you something. You’ve said you’re paid well, yet your furnishings are all second-hand items. What do you spend your money on?”
“Books.” She shrugged. “The occasional new outfit, but that’s rare.”
“So, you’re also great at money management. Up-cycling, being thrifty, nothing wrong with that. It’s better than blowing all your money on frivolous items.”
Tessa laughed. “You say thrifty, and everyone else says I’m cheap. I’m horrible at managing my money. Kade created a calendar to remind me when to pay bills.”
“When the time comes, I can sort it out, or we can get in the habit of doing it together. Team effort sort of thing.”
Tessa scraped up the last bit of her omelet. She liked that he didn’t suggest taking over completely like Kade wanted to do until she fought for a compromise.
Isaac sipped his coffee with a warm grin. “Give any thought about your future business?”
“Not at all.”
She reached over and caressed his arm. Tessa hoped he would always walk around the apartment shirtless. While he looked dashing in a suit and tie, his skin was like butter, smooth and savory. Taut skin, lean muscles with just the faintest amount of chest hair cut close in the center—Tessa fancied herself staring at him every chance she could. His stomach was lean, too, carved with a slight indentation around his abdominal muscles. He looked sexy in clothes but amazing in the flesh.
And then she caught sight of his smile. He could charm the pants off her with that manly grin, a little rough, a little rugged, but youthful and confident. Nothing boyish about it. Isaac was a grown man with mature thoughts and hopes for their future. He didn’t waste time partying and getting drunk every night of the week like someone else she knew.
“You should start thinking about what type of store you want,” he added.
“It can’t be anything like Good on Paper. It should be cozy, like my reading nook. Comfy chairs, maybe sell pastries and coffee or tea, so customers can stay a bit, not just shop and leave. Make it an experience.”
“Offer more than an enjoyable book. I like it. Good start to your business plan. You should write all your ideas down. I’ll help however you need.”
The last person she’d asked for help had taken over the entire project. She hoped Isaac wouldn’t be as commandeering as Kade, but from the way he spoke about teamwork, she doubted he would be.
“Will do. I make lists for everything. Got that from my mom. Speaking of, you talk about your mom, but never your dad. You said he wasn’t the greatest, but…”
Isaac finished his food and stood from the stool. He reached for Tessa’s hand. “That is a conversation best told in the living room.”
He pulled her toward the plush navy couch that sat near the glass fireplace. She fiddled with the remote to turn it on, but the television kicked on instead. She pressed another button, and security footage played on the screen.
“How do you use this dumb remote?”
Instead of grabbing the remote, he instructed her what to do. If he were anyone else, he would have grabbed the remote and done it for her. She didn’t want the fireplace on for warmth. Isaac’s apartment was already a comfortable temperature, and if she ever felt cold, all she needed to do was wrap herself in his arms, and he’d take the chill straight out of her body.
She pressed the corresponding button, and the flame flickered to life. He instructed her how to adjust the settings and she set the flames low, just enough to hear the soothing sounds of the crackling wood.
When she sat on the couch, it swaddled her like a warm and fuzzy blanket. Isaac sat a cushion away and pulled her feet into his lap and massaged them. There he was with his magical fingers again, working their hypnotic spell. Her eyes fell shut as he kneaded the balls of her feet. She could get used to this pampering.
“So, my father.” He inhaled and sighed. “Horrible drunk. Adulterer. Violent. I don’t talk about him because he took so much from me, he doesn’t deserve any more of my attention, honestly.”
Tessa tried swallowing down that painful morsel. “Wow.”
“On the rare occasion he was home, he wasn’t the doting father we all wish to have. I took the brunt of his abuse, so she didn’t have to. He cheated on Mom so much I never understood how they were soulmates. And now that I’ve matched with you, I could never put you through that heartache. Hell, you’re all I ever think about. I vowed to never be that guy. I’m as loyal as they come, so you’ll never need to worry about me hurting you.”
Between the way he stared at her like she was the only sun in his sky, and how he treated her like a queen, she didn’t imagine he could ever hurt her whether physically or emotionally.
He continued kneading her feet as he spoke, his voice low and controlled. “It sucks, though,” he said and his hands stopped. “As loyal as I was, the same wasn’t reciprocated.”
Isaac cleared his throat as if choking back tears and offered a quivery smile, but Tessa knew it was a ruse to hide his true pain. Tessa wanted to wrap him in her arms, kiss him, and hope it was enough to erase his sadness until a dull prickling sensation ran through her veins again. Before she homed in on what it meant, his smile overpowered the creeping emotion.
“Sorry for shitting on the good mood.”
Tessa rested her cheek on the couch. “You tend to do that a lot,” she joked and Isaac chuckled.
“So, what are your plans for the day?”
She leaned toward him and cupped his jaw. “It’s adorable that you think I have a life.” She pinched his cheeks for good measure. “You’re too cute.”
He showed all his pearly whites. “Well, what might you normally do?”
“Read. When you left me to fend for myself while you went out of town, I read through all the new books I bought. I’m not in the mood to re-read anything. So, if I was home, I’d probably nap for a few hours waiting for your call.”
“You need more books?”
Tessa scoffed. “I mean, that shouldn’t even have sounded like a question coming from that enticing mouth of yours. It should have been a call to action, like, Tessa, my baby, my darling. You need more books.”
Isaac threw back his head and released a great peal of laughter. “Well then, I guess we’re spending the day shopping for books. I doubt Good On Paper has shut their doors just yet.”
She sat back and basked in his comforting bliss. “Those words never sounded so sexy.”
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She kept a close eye on him as he looked around. She wondered if it was odd for him to venture inside because of the looming bidding war with the owner. If he was bothered, his poker face held firm, and she didn’t feel any tension wafting off him.
“Do you feel it?” Tessa asked as satisfaction pursed her mouth.
“My pockets getting lighter? Yes, in more ways than one.”
She knew what he meant. If he wanted the building, he’d need to dig deeper to convince the owner to sell, and it was all her fault. Unable to apologize further, she pulled him toward her favorite aisles.
Books upon books lined the shelves still. It wasn’t as busy as it had been when she had last visited, but there had been more customers floating about than before the radio interview. Isaac picked up a book, glanced at the cover, and returned it to the shelf. Tessa lifted one, too. The aged paper was one of her favorite scents next to her new favorite—Isaac’s skin first thing in the morning. Paper never seemed to lose its infamous aroma as she lifted a small paperback to her nose. She fumbled through the pages that were no longer white, but an aged yellowish-brown.
“I read this one when I was eight.” Isaac flashed the cover toward Tessa. “Was one of my favorites.”
She, too, had read that novel in her youth. Memories of lying in bed with the book in one hand and a flashlight in the other after her mother tucked her in, surfaced. She’d stay up well past her bedtime and get lost in each chapter, swearing it would be the last before finally calling it a night when her lids became too heavy to remain open.
“I read that, too. The main character was an ass. His friend was funny, though.”
They continued farther into the store and walked toward the back of the shop. Standing at the very end of her favorite aisle was the store clerk. 
“Hey, Brody.” Tessa waved. “Got anything good for me?”
“Tessa. Back already?” Once he caught sight of Isaac, his open-mouth smile turned into a slight, tight grin. “Mr. Davenport. You’re here, too. Mr. Valentine left for the day.”
“I’m not here for him,” Isaac said, coolly. “I’m with her.”
“Oh. Okay. And yes, Tessa. I put a few books aside for you. I wasn’t sure when you’d return. Did you enjoy the one by Kelly Ann?”
“Yes,” Tessa gushed. “And then I read a digital version of her newer works. You were right. Trash. Almost like she used a ghostwriter. The voice wasn’t the same.”
Isaac stood back with his hands in his pockets as she and Brody shared book banter.
“Look around, and I’ll show you what I selected when you come to the register.” Brody finished putting his stack of books on the shelf and returned to his station.
Left to peruse on their own, she and Isaac explored the shelves.
“I have every book by this author,” she pointed out. “All hardcovers. Some are in horrible shape, but that’s what makes them special.”
Isaac nodded. “Is that the large stack near your chair that doubles as an end table?”
Her eyes lit, and her mouth parted. “You caught that? Yes. Yes, it is.”
“See anything you like?”
Tessa waved her palm in front of an entire section of the shelf. She turned and gestured in front of another tall rack of books stacked behind her. “I’ll take these two shelves, and I’m sure I could find a few cool books in the self-help section, not that I ever really put any of them to use,” she said with a wry grin.
Isaac chuckled. “If you ever need to replace a wall, you could use books as bricks. You have more than enough.”
Tessa gasped. “That’s a great idea. Splitting the living room and making half of it a reading room.” Why hadn’t she thought of that? It was genius. If only she could figure out a way to stack them that would make each accessible if she wanted to reread one without the entire wall crumbling down.
Isaac pinched the bridge of his nose.
“Are you wondering what you’ve gotten yourself into?” she asked him as she pulled him down another aisle and lifted a paperback from the shelf. She flashed the cover for Isaac to see.
Isaac’s eyebrows danced. “Tantric lovemaking?”
“The Art of Tantric Lovemaking.“ She flipped through the pages and her mouth dropped open. “That’s an interesting position, but how…” She flipped the book on its side and turned it over in her hands.
Isaac leaned over her shoulder and saw the picture Tessa was inspecting. She didn’t think her limbs could pretzel around him the way the image showed, but it caused a new flurry of ideas she couldn’t wait to test. He grabbed the book from her hands.
“If they have other books like this, we’ll buy them all.”
Tessa lifted herself on her toes and pressed her lips to his. “These authors could take a few lessons from you. You should write your own how-to book.”
Isaac and Tessa walked through the store, holding hands and browsing. She found a few other finds she needed and brought them to the register while Isaac plucked a handful for himself, including the incredibly detailed sex guide.
Brody scanned each one, and then bent behind the counter to lift up a small stack. “This one completes that other series you were collecting. These three are apart of a series I don’t think you’ve read yet, but they’re right up your alley.”
Her eyes lit up, and Isaac said, “She’ll take them all.”
Tessa’s arm wrapped around his waist. She was never the type to gush, but today, she couldn’t help herself. “Who would have thought the day you showed me his card,” she said to Brody, “was the day I met my soulmate?”
Isaac’s and Brody’s mouth dropped open. Both appeared shocked to hear her share the news.
“That’s an interesting turn of events,” Brody commented and placed her books in a canvas bag. “Have a great day, guys.”
As they headed out the door, Tessa’s grin stayed planted on her lips. What was there not to smile about? Love sang through her veins and filled her heart. Like a moth to a flame, she reached for Isaac’s free hand but wasn’t expecting him to pin her against the brick building.
“Fuck, Tessa,” Isaac said, out of breath with his face inches away from hers.
“What? Did I say something wrong?”
He looked over her face seductively. Every time their eyes met, her heart turned over in response.
“You say everything I want to hear.”




Chapter nineteen

Months passed. Tessa and Isaac were inseparable. Virtually every free minute was spent together, taking turns at each other’s apartments and found a routine together. Neither expected they’d find a partner who would fit so seamlessly in their lives, they never needed to divert far from their normal routine to make it work. 
Isaac became accustomed to Tessa’s space, even with the scattered clutter she collected. He tried helping her organize and sometimes it stuck. Other times, his effort flew out the window within a few minutes, but it didn’t matter. He adored all her quirks and ins and outs that made her tick, especially her ins and outs.
When she stayed at his apartment, she moved things around to see if he’d notice. Getting a rise out of him was a secret pleasure, especially when it resulted in playful wrestling that turned into naked, sexy times, where they practiced a new page out of their tantric love-making book.
When plans deviated from their routine, both ached, missing the other. Usually dull at first, like a slight headache that posed more annoying than painful. Isaac experienced those moments more frequently than Tessa did. She found it endearing that he missed her so much.
Tonight, wasn’t one of those nights. She, Isaac, and Kade made plans, a biweekly routine as of late. She had the best of both worlds; the man she would spend her life with and the man she couldn’t see her life without.
Tessa sat at the bar, babysitting her poison as she waited for her favorite men to show. She watched the football game on the screen and rolled her eyes. Sports had never interested her, and she’d stopped pretending she cared whenever Isaac and Kade got into a heated discussion about it.
A group of young men yelled at the players on the television screen, and Tessa mumbled to herself, “They can’t hear you. They’ve got helmets on.”
She pulled out her phone to check the time. Isaac was running late, and Kade was always late. Tessa rolled her eyes again and chugged before slamming the glass on the lacquered wood. Her throat burned as her strong mixed drink traveled its way to her stomach. Her belly warmed, but she ordered another.
Tessa’s stomach unleashed a loud grumble. With the promise to grab a bite to eat before they had drinks with Kade, she’d opted to wait for Isaac. Now, two drinks in, she realized she should have grabbed an apple or bagel on her way to the bar.
Her phone buzzed with a text from her beloved. He was stuck at a closing but promised he’d get there soon. Her shoulders slumped; her expression fell.
“Everything okay?” the bartender asked as she set Tessa’s refill in front of her.
She held the glass in her hand and sipped. “Just waiting on people.”
“Hey!” Kade shouted as he stormed through the door. He entered every room the same way. Loud and obnoxious. 
Tessa was glad someone had finally showed up, but said, “You’re late.”
He kissed her cheek, shook off his tan jacket, and slung it over his barstool. “Where’s your man?”
She took another sip, adding to the pool of alcohol sloshing in her stomach. “He’s stuck at a closing.”
His creamy-scented cologne made Tessa hungry for cookies, oddly enough, and her stomach growled.
He danced in his seat wearing a smile a mile long. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulled her close, and kissed her temple. “The infamous duo together again.”
She lifted her glass in the air to toast herself. “Yup.”
“Ah. Come on, Tess.” He shook her shoulder. “Why so sad? It has been literally forever since we’ve hung out now that you got snatched off the market.”
The jostling made her eyes twirl. “We hung out two weeks ago.”
“The three of us, yeah. But not just me and you.” He grinned like the Cheshire cat as he held her gaze. “You’re tipsy. I see it in your eyes.”
Kade ordered a round of shots. Tessa had never heard of the drink before but watched the bartender pour various liquids into the shaker. After she got a decent workout shaking the bloody hell out of it, she poured the double shots into a larger shot glass. The cloudy green drink looked as if it could glow in the dark. They clinked glasses, and Tessa swallowed it down. Every inch it slid down her throat, she felt the intense heat burn her esophagus.
Tessa coughed and gagged. “What the hell was that?”
As he swallowed, his face scrunched. “That, my friend, will loosen you up.”
She was already loose. A little too loose for her liking, but she chased the shot with the rest of her drink, hoping it would cool her off.
The neon concoction left a bitter taste in her mouth, but the effects hit Tessa almost immediately. The bar now had a haze to it, as if smoke hovered indoors. Everyone seemed to move slower than before, too. She shook her head, but it didn’t help clear the fog or pick up speed.
“Uh, oh. Is Tessie getting drunk?”
His voice boomed in her ears. Her limbs grew heavy, and then it hit her; a euphoric delight that tickled her belly and made her feel weightless.
“You know what? You’re right. I miss hanging out with you.” She tried to slap his arm but narrowly missed. She tried again and succeeded. Tessa didn’t pull away after she connected; her hand remained on his biceps as he looked down, watching her squeeze it. “Did these get bigger?”
Kade hummed. “Since someone is too busy to hang out, I’ve been putting extra time in at the gym.”
She narrowed her eyes at her best friend, or at least tried to. “Never too busy. Just don’t enjoy watching tramps throw themselves at you. Makes me wish I’d taken up baseball.” Tessa tried swinging an imaginary bat, but the fast motion almost made her fall out of her stool.
“Is that right?”
“Mm-hmm.” She beckoned him with her crooked, drunken finger. “You’re a hot tamale, you know that?”
Kade leaned in close, close enough to whisper. “As are you, friend.”
Tessa made a distasteful face and backed away. “I hate that. So impersonal.”
A song she loved played in the speakers overhead, too loud for her personal tastes, but everything in the bar was a little too loud for her personal tastes. She slid off her stool, and after she righted herself, she grabbed his wrist. “Dance with me.”
Kade’s mouth dropped. “Tessa Heart wants to dance?”
Tessa stumbled over her feet again as she dragged him to the makeshift dance floor. They were the only two occupying the small space as she slow melody played. Kade hunched lower for her so she could drape her hands over his shoulders. He hadn’t lied. Kade was solid, built like a tank. Wide shoulders, arms as thick as a tree trunk. Every swollen muscle was beefier than before.
Her lungs took in as much of his cologne as they could hold. “You smell good.”
“And you’re cut off.”
They swayed back and forth, and she rested her head on his firm chest. It was the opposite of comfortable. Images of their past surfaced in Tessa’s thoughts—Kade walking around her apartment, bare-chested and yummy. She imagined herself running her hands over other parts of his smooth, dark russet skin, too.
Tessa mouthed the lyrics of the song about confessions of love. She would need more drinks to get her to confess anything aloud, but after that neon shot, she cut herself off. Any more, and she was liable to confess to every secret she’d ever held and maybe even some extra.
With her cheek pressed against his hard chest, she wasn’t sure if it was her frenzied pulse in her ears or his heart beating fast. Her feet turned heavy again; all her limbs felt weighted. His hold kept her standing until she felt as if she were floating again. The heaviness and weightlessness came in waves, and she couldn’t keep up with the ping pong match that gravity played on her.
Kade shook his head. “You’re so drunk right now. Good luck remembering this tomorrow.”
“Pfft.” She giggled and clung to his fitted tee. “I remember everything.”
Now it was Kade’s turn to chuckle. “Yeah. Okay. You don’t even remember us hooking up.”
He was half correct. Tessa remembered bits and pieces of that night. Her mind had blocked out all the major highlights, the ones that involved sexual body parts inserted into other body parts. What she remembered most was kissing him, but it wasn’t so much the kiss itself. She couldn’t recall how his lips felt pressed against hers or how his tongue tasted. It was how her body reeled. Everything inside her woke up like she had been stuck in a lifelong coma. Her skin had prickled, her hair stood on end, her toes curled, and her heart had pounded in her ears. It was as if her body sounded an alarm to ensure every part of Tessa enjoyed the moment. She had never imagined she would experience that again.
And then she met Isaac.
Kade blew raspberries. “Since you’ll remember none of this, it’s safe to tell you.”
She glanced up at the friend she’d once lusted after. The smile in his eyes held a dark secret she was positive he would share.
“It was always you. No other girl mattered. I wanted you.” Kade stopped swaying and pinched her chin between his fingers, lifting her eyes to meet his. “Baby girl, I’ve been in love with you since middle school. My heart broke when you matched because that was supposed to be me. Us.”
Nervously, she moistened her dry lips as Kade leaned in close. The blood in her veins sped like high-speed traffic as his mouth neared hers. The closer he got, the louder her heart sounded in her ears.
“There you guys are.”
Tessa stood still as Kade pushed her away. Kade rushed toward Isaac. “What’s up, I-man?” He threw Isaac in a massive man hug. A little too loud and dramatic, he added, “Your girl is tipsy. I’m gonna run to the deli and grab her a bite to eat.”
Tessa’s mind spun as she stood motionless on the dance floor. Was her mind playing tricks on her?
Isaac’s jaw looked tight, his eyes sharp. “How many drinks did you have?” he asked as he approached and pulled her into his embrace. He, too, smelled divine.
She wanted to lick his neck to see if he tasted as good as he smelled. “I don’t know. You were late. We were supposed to eat first.”
He held her on the dance floor, but neither danced. “I’m sorry, baby. I left the closing as soon as I could.” Her curls stuck to his lip as he kissed her head.
She swung her arms around his waist and hid while she mulled over what had just happened and what might’ve happened if Isaac hadn’t shown up when he had. Nothing made sense. Her mind drifted into a fuzzy haze of weird truths she didn’t know if she could trust. The fog rolled in so thick, both in sight and in her mind, she couldn’t be sure anything was real. If she remembered tomorrow, she needed to cuss Kade out for buying that shot.
“Kade ran to get you a bite to eat.”
“M’kay.”
Isaac helped her back onto her barstool as she waited for food to soak up the pool of alcohol inside her stomach.
“What were you guys doing before I got here?”
“I wanted to dance.”
He blew a puff of air from his nose. “Okay. That doesn’t sound like you. At all.”
She tried leaning her cheek against her hand and almost missed. “I’m not exactly feeling like myself right now.”
The unsettling haze continued creeping over her, and coupled with the fog in her brain, she was trapped in a constant wash of unease. It pricked like tiny little pinches on the underside of her skin. She closed her eyes and focused on the sensation, slowly realizing how foreign it sat inside her. It wasn’t her own. It was Isaac’s. She turned toward him, ready to ask what was wrong, until Kade waltzed back into the bar, wearing the same boisterous smile he had the first time he burst through the doors.
“Got you a buttered roll. That should do the trick.”
“Thanks, man.” Isaac took the roll from Kade and handed it to Tessa. “Glad you were here.”
“No worries. She’s in excellent hands.”
Isaac’s sights narrowed on Kade. “I’m sure she was.”
The guys chatted and watched the game while Tessa nibbled on her roll. It did little to ease her condition. There was only one method that had worked for her in the past, and that was to serve eviction paperwork to everything she drank, or as much of it as possible. “I’m going to the bathroom.”
Isaac shifted toward her. “Are you okay to go by yourself? Need me to walk you there?”
“I’ll be fine.” She lied. Even with the alcohol gone, the confusion was cemented in her mind.
She headed toward the back of the bar and stumbled into an empty chair near a table of rowdy college kids feasting on buckets of wings. Her mouth watered and wondered if they would mind if she took one. She shook her head, broke herself out of her food fantasy, and reached the ladies’ restroom.
Tessa leaned on the wall for support and pushed on the bathroom door. Once inside the stall, it took only an instant to rid her body of the too-strong alcohol.
She stood in front of the mirror and splashed water on her face to help snap out of the haze. Her stomach felt better, but the euphoric cloudiness remained in her bloodstream. She wanted her senses back without wondering if things had happened or didn’t happen.
Tessa pointed at her reflection. “This is why you shouldn’t drink.” It happened, right? Kade confessed? “Ugh,” she grunted, and her frustration echoed in the empty bathroom.
Unsteady on her feet, she meandered back to her seat without snagging a chicken wing. Kade and Isaac laughed together, a duo of smiling mouths. From afar, it looked as though they were best buds, lifelong friends that were comfortable with one another and hung out weekly.
But as Tessa paid closer attention to Kade, she noticed it wasn’t genuine. He laughed and patted Isaac’s back, and then his face went slack once Isaac turned away. Why was Kade pretending?
Kade caught Tessa staring, and half of his mouth turned up. The way he looked at her now, she sensed a longing in his expression, one she knew wasn’t conjured from a drink that looked as if it had hallucinogenic properties. The longer their eyes met, the more apparent the longing became. There was so much pain set behind his gaze she had to tear her eyes away or else risk hurting her own heart.
Kade chugged his beer and slammed the mug on the bar. While he drowned in beer, Tessa just drowned.
Other times they’d hung out together, she thought everyone had fun together. Had she just seen what she wanted to see and missed all the obvious signs Kade showed?
Between the alcohol and Kade’s confession, her festive, jovial hanging out mood was obliterated. She ordered a glass of water before finishing her roll, ready to go home.
The doors opened, and more people swarmed inside to watch the last half of the game. While everyone’s eyes were fixed on the numerous screens, Tessa watched the bartender hard at work, pouring spirits and beer for the rowdy crowd. Every time a player nearly scored, Tessa’s shoulders hitched higher.
“Getting too loud, babe?”
Just as the blue team kicked the ball through the broken fork, she turned to Isaac and bar patrons went berserk, not to mention the crowd at the actual game. Tessa covered her ears with one big flinch. 
Like the attentive soulmate he was, Isaac said, “Let’s head home.”
Grateful, Tessa nodded and she slipped her arms into her jacket. She was already standing by the time Isaac told Kade.
“You guys are leaving already?” Kade stood. “The game just got good, and the night is still young.”
Isaac hooked his arm around Tessa’s shoulders. “She’s not feeling well.”
Staring straight into Kade’s pained stare, she said, “If I see another day-glow green drink again, I might die.”
Amused by her dramatics, he laughed, and in one forward motion, he brought her into his arms.
She swallowed back the water that fought against gravity.
“Oh, I almost forgot. With my big day is rapidly approaching, the big three-zero, just making sure you guys are helping me celebrate.”
Isaac turned toward Tessa, and before she could speak, he said, “Of course. Wouldn’t miss it.”
“Great. I’m still planning the big event, but I’ll let you know the details once it’s squared away. It’s going to be grown and sexy. A nice dinner with a small group of my closest friends.”
Tessa thought back to all the years she’d helped Kade celebrate his birthdays. Most involved reserving tables at the hottest nightclubs with over-priced bottles of champagne and vodka. He splurged on multiple tables for all his one hundred closest friends and associates. Each VIP table needed velvet ropes to prevent any unwelcome grubbers and groupies. The music was always violently loud. The girls wore next to nothing, and Tessa couldn’t make it to the bathroom without a few hundred bodies bumping into her. Not to mention, all the time she spent straightening her hair, only to have it expand into a lion’s mane as the night progressed.
Every birthday exceeded the last. Bigger was always better. She had no idea what he had in store for his thirtieth, but she was certain it would be over the top.
Tessa sat in Isaac’s car with her pounding head tilted on the cool glass. Nothing soothed the steady, dull throb. 
Isaac sighed. “Did you eat anything today?”
“No.”
“Baby, you can’t drink on an empty stomach.”
She held her head in her hands; her curls shielded Isaac from witnessing her pained expression. She didn’t want a lecture. She wanted food and a pillow. And maybe a hug. Definitely a hug.
“I wanted to eat with you.” Tessa eyed the passing sidewalk, and her vision spun and stomach flipped. Even with her eyes closed, the spinning continued; she was sure she’d throw up again.
“You did a shot?”
“Kade ordered them.”
“Did he know you didn’t eat?”
Tessa sensed his disappointment from across the car. She didn’t need her secret tunnel into his emotions; it was written on his face. “I don’t know. Maybe.”
Isaac sighed. “I agreed to hang out with him because of you. He’s not a bad guy, but I don’t know.” He huffed. “Something was different tonight.”
She couldn’t lift her eyes to meet his. Isaac’s distrust billowed inside her. Worst of all, she didn’t trust herself. As strong as her connection to Isaac was, she still pined over Kade, no matter how far back she tried pushing those feelings.
The car rolled to the curb, and Isaac ordered her to stay where she was. “Wait until I come around. Lemme help you.”
“I’m fine, babe.”
No matter how much she tried assuring Isaac, he rushed to her door and hung behind her, close enough to catch her if she lost her balance. Slow and a tad unsteady, she walked to the elevator and leaned against the wall until it arrived. The lobby doors opened, and Casey strolled inside, wearing a black, floor-length, faux fur coat. Underneath was a stunning black and silver gown with delicate beadwork and sequins around her bust. She looked like a Hollywood star. The dress hugged her curvaceous figure.
The alcohol in Tessa’s system wasn’t the reason she did a double take. Casey’s long hair was parted on the side with soft s-waves draped over her shoulders. She was in full glam mode, as if she was walking the red carpet. Tessa caught Isaac eyeing her, too.
“See something you like?” she said in a sing-song voice and then nearly lost her balance.
Isaac closed his mouth. “Sorry.”
“No need to be sorry.” She clutched onto his arm, partially for support and partially so they could gawk together. “She’s gorgeous.” Tessa couldn’t help but sound jealous.
Casey had many attributes Tessa wished she had. Her eyes for one. They were remarkable and stunning. A gorgeous green that one couldn’t help but be attracted to. Tessa always dreamed of having different-colored eyes and not her boring brown duds.
Casey’s red lips parted in a smile. “Hey, Tess. Hey, Isaac.”
“Where the heck are you coming from looking all glamorous?”
She waved off Tessa’s compliment. “The gym. You know how I do,” she joked. “Charity event with the man, but I had to leave early.”
Who the hell is her fiancé that she’s attending a fancy event like demands stunning gowns and fur coats? And if she’s going to events that require floor-length gowns, why is she living in this rinky-dink apartment building?
The elevator ride was quiet as they ascended to the third floor. No one spoke, and Tessa’s feet felt as if they were encased in cement. Her entire body became weighted again after feeling weightless a few seconds ago in that weird tug of war with gravity she had experience all night. One minute she was lucid but tired, but the next she felt as if she were trapped on a spinning wheel with no chance of stopping it. Tessa’s knees almost gave out, and she tugged on Isaac’s arm, ready to take him with her.
Isaac wrapped his arm under hers. “Are you okay?”
Tessa shook her head to fix her dizzying eyesight. “I need my bed.”
“What’s wrong?” Casey asked.
Isaac sighed. “Some dummy drank on an empty stomach.”
Tessa raised her hand half in the air. “I’m the dummy.”
“If you have vitamin B and C, it helps with hangovers. If not, tons of water and aspirin. Not as effective, but she definitely needs fluids.”
The elevator doors slid open, and Isaac helped her to her apartment as Casey said goodnight and walked toward hers. Isaac swooped Tessa into his arms, and carried her straight to her bedroom. He laid her on the bed, removed her shoes and pulled the comforter over her limp body. The room spun.
“I’ll get you water.”
Tessa closed her eyes and prayed to the gods for the dizzy spells to fade. She wasn’t sure if her dancing vision made her nauseous or if it was her guilt from withholding her secret so long.
Isaac tiptoed through the room and the bed dipped where he sat. He helped her sit up and put two pain-relievers in her hand. “Take these.” She swallowed them down along with the entire glass of water. “You’ll thank me in the morning.”
“Babe,” she cooed. She wanted him to stay but was afraid after she cleared her conscience, he’d leave her.
She couldn’t swallow her sadness; it lodged in her throat. Once she told him, he could storm out and refuse to speak with her until their absence caused not only emotional pain, but horrible physical pain as well.
Tessa struggled to stay upright, but she needed to face Isaac. He deserved the truth that she had kept from him for far too long.
“Baby, just lay down. We can talk in the morning.” He brushed her ebony curls away from her face and kissed her forehead.
With her head in her hands, trying to will tears to stay far away, she shook her head. “It’s about me and Kade.”
With the sound of his name, Isaac’s hand on her leg stiffened. Dread enveloped her insides. His and hers.
“You were right. The day you met Kade, you were right. I was in love with him. We even,” she stammered but forced herself to say the words out loud. “We had sex. Once.” 




Chapter twenty

Isaac’s heart had clenched as Tessa told him the truth. Regardless of whether she remembered the details of their intimate moment or not, she had kept the secret after he’d assured her she didn’t have to hide anything. No matter how hard she tried convincing him they were just friends—good friends—he knew better and had suspected it all along. Her false narrative is what hurt him the most. 
He and Tessa had matched over seven months ago, and with each passing day, they neared their year anniversary, where the effects of the pull would intensify until they performed their ceremony. Their relationship strengthened, their bond tightened, and yet, Tessa waited until now to come clean. The timing was most curious of all. He wondered what happened between them before he’d arrived at the bar. Something must’ve taken place for her to confess. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t over-imbibed before.
“We were both drinking, and it happened. I don’t even remember much. I was scared to tell you, but you deserve the truth.”
As she’d slurred the words on her bed the night before, Isaac pulled back his hands. It was an automatic reflex. Seeing her expression collapse, his regret was instant, but he couldn’t change how he reacted now.
Even thinking back on it, his jaw clenched again, and his lips pressed together, tight like a wire. He was upset, but not because she had a past with Kade. It was unfair to hold anything that happened prior to their matching against her. Hell, he had a past, too, one he wasn’t proud of. He had a quick stint in sowing his wild oats and he had loved another. Isaac just wished she had trusted him enough to share sooner. The timing made him uneasy.
He needed to talk to her and apologize for leaving and getting in his feelings. Communication was the only way forward.
Isaac was ready to face his actions of last night, head on. After a few pumps of the cologne he had worn on their first date, he headed into the storm that awaited and made the first of many stops before Tessa’s apartment.
First on his list was the florist. He visited with a different purpose this time. An apology bouquet.
He walked through the quaint shop, searching for the perfect arrangement, one that said, “I’m sorry, and I love you still.”
The salesgirl behind the counter wasn’t the usual lady that had assisted him many times before. She welcomed him and asked if he needed help, but he eyed a colorful mix of white flowers with eucalyptus and lush greens. It wasn’t the vibrant or sultry mix he’d given to her in the past, but this arrangement served a different purpose. He loved her with every beat in his heart. Nothing, no secret confession of her past, would ever change those facts.
He pulled the arrangement from the bucket and held the bouquet in front of him. It was perfect, just like his Tessa.
After placing his purchase in his car, he opened his umbrella and walked half a block down to another shop. He had rented the building a few months back to a lovely couple. They’d decided late in life that their love for baking would make a great business opportunity and they were right.
The owners, Mr. and Mrs. Peletier, had turned the diner into a flourishing bakery. Without fail, folks lined the sidewalk every morning, waiting for them to open their doors. If one didn’t get there early enough, the chances of snagging a famous cheesecake, coffee cake, or fruit tart were slim.
When he walked inside, he inhaled. Between the ground coffee and pastries, his mouth watered. Too wound up to eat this morning, he was reminded just how hungry he was, and his stomach unleashed a roaring rumble.
The smiling couple tended to customers standing in front of the tall glass cases. There wasn’t much to choose from, a few straggler doughnuts, muffins, cookies, cakes, and other varying gooey confections small enough for just one bite.
Isaac had a good understanding of what Tessa preferred. She favored fruits, chocolate, and croissants. He eyed the glass case and spotted a small fruit tart topped with blueberries, a kiwi slice, and one strawberry. Each fruit glistened with a sweet glaze brushed over the surface. Sitting next to it was a cheese Danish and a chocolate éclair with flecks of edible gold leaf. Each one looked as if displayed in a food magazine spread.
“Mr. Davenport,” Mr. Peletier greeted, offering a toothy grin. “How can I help you today?” He stretched his arm across the counter for a quick handshake.
“I wanted to bring my girlfriend some treats. I’ll take the fruit tart, a Danish, an eclair, and throw in two croissants.”
“Coming right up.”
Mr. Peletier boxed up his treats and slid them to the other side of the counter as Isaac waved his phone over the pay pad.
“No charge, Mr. Davenport.”
Isaac insisted, but Mr. Peletier was persistent, too. “Enjoy these with your girlfriend.”
“Thank you, Mr. Peletier. I’ll see you soon.” He bowed his head, grateful for the kind offering, and headed to his car, ready to right the mistakes of the night before.
As he drove to Tessa’s apartment, nerves gripped his stomach. He shouldn’t have left her, not while she was feeling unwell. She’d needed him and he deserted her. Too wrapped up in his bruised feelings, he’d had a moment of selfishness. Instead of bolting, he should have held her, thanked her for her honesty, and laid beside her to make sure she slept comfortably through the night.
Isaac reminded himself Tessa was different; she was his soulmate. Nothing should come between them. Nothing. The only person ruining their bond was the man who allowed his assumptions and insecurities get between them.
He took the stairs to her apartment to expend his nervous energy, but before he knocked, Isaac eyed the ceiling. A silent prayer ran in his head, a hope that their conversation would find a resolution and they’d continue building and strengthening their bond.
He knocked.
It wasn’t long before the door swung open. He wondered if she’d sensed he was near, much like he sensed her proximity. Unlike every other time she opened the door, radiating a warm glow and smile, today, her skin was pale, and her hair was flat on one side. Her eyes and nose were reddened as if she’d been up crying all night. She was a beautiful, hot mess.
Isaac walked past her, placed her bouquet and pastries on the counter, and pulled her into his arms. His cheek leaned against her already flattened curls, and he kissed the top of her head, repeating the same sentence. “I’m so sorry, baby.”
Her arms draped loosely around his waist. “Don’t apologize. I should have told you sooner. I’m so sorry.” She sounded as if she was on the verge of tears.
“Hush yourself. You told me. That’s what matters now.” Isaac still had questions but stopped himself from asking. He pushed himself away to take a good, hard look at her. “I brought you sweets. It should help with your hangover.”
She plopped on her couch with her blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Tessa took the tart out of the white bakery box and picked all the fruit from the top, eating them one by one while Isaac filled a vase with water.
He sat beside her and pulled her into his arms again. When she tilted her head against him, his unease slowly floated away from his body.
“Thank you for the flowers. They’re gorgeous. You didn’t have to.”
He leaned against her, and she sighed. The overwhelming nervous sensation filled him again. It buzzed his skin, differently than his own. Tessa was nervous about something.
She set the pastry back into the box and licked her fingers clean. “I want total transparency between us.” She faced him, and her expression made his nerves rattle. “Before you showed up yesterday, Kade confessed he had feelings toward me.”
Isaac inhaled sharply. He wasn’t blown away by the news, but what was Kade’s endgame? Why confess to Tessa now? It would only put his friend in an uncomfortable position, but from hearing their friendship, Kade was infamous for putting Tessa in uncomfortable positions.
Tessa’s eyes never left his, and she reached for his hand. “I understand if you don’t want me spending time with him alone, but I can’t dismiss him from my life. I hope you can understand that.” She had a begging, a pleading tone set in her voice.
Isaac nodded. He was glad she’d brought it up, so he didn’t have to. He wasn’t the controlling type and didn’t want to dictate who she could be friends with. Her compromise proved that she took his feelings into consideration, too.
He kissed her forehead. As much as he hated saying the words, he said them anyway. “I’d never ask you to choose. Until he matches, it’ll be hard for him to let go of the dynamic he had with you.”
She snuggled against him. “Lucky for us, Kade makes eye contact with everyone. I wouldn’t be surprised if he matched at his birthday party.”
Relieved they were heading back on the right track and last night was a thing of the past, Isaac’s worries settled. Hers, too.
“Either that tart was the best thing I’ve ever tasted, or I’m just starving. Ooh. These would be great at the bookstore.”
“Add it to your list,” Isaac said.
Tessa moaned as she reached for the pen and pad that sat on her coffee table. She flipped the page open and jotted it down.
Isaac eyed her list. He was impressed. The words homey feeling, odds and ends, comfy chairs, soft lighting & fairy lights, and now, pastries, filled the page. Before he could read anything else, she snapped the small notebook closed.
Tessa sprawled out on the couch with her head on his lap as he ran his fingers through her matted curls. She covered her eyes in the crook of her elbow to block the natural light seeping through her windows. He had never seen Tessa in bad shape before. “You going to be okay to go to your sister’s baby shower later?”
“I hope so. Mom will bring me home, so you don’t have to worry about me walking.”
Isaac made a mental note to himself to get the ball rolling on buying her a car. He hated her walking everywhere alone, even though she never once complained.
“You need real food, baby. While I make something to help your stomach, you rest.”
He left her on the couch, covered her with a blanket, and headed straight into her kitchen.
Tessa didn’t have much stocked in the fridge. A few eggs, three slices of bread, and leftovers from days ago. But she had four bottles of BBQ sauce, a random bottle of ranch dressing, ketchup, and mayo. He opened her cabinets, and they were just as barren, save for two boxes of mac & cheese, one can of tuna, and an unopened bag of rice. He shook his head and made another mental note to buy groceries. Tessa wasn’t shy about her lack of kitchen-based skills, but this was ridiculous.
He whipped up some scrambled eggs and toast, made her a cup of tea, and poured her a tall glass of water.
“Sit up, baby. You need to eat.”
Tessa pushed herself off the couch, and her nose crinkled at the sight, but once she dug in, she didn’t stop. He had never seen her eat so fast before.
“Why don’t you have food in your house?”
With a mouthful of eggs, she mumbled, “You caught me during a bad week.”
Isaac knew she was lying and gave his head a good shake. “I’m not trying to be that alpha male type that takes over your life, but if I need to order groceries for you, I will.”
Tessa scraped the crumbs off her plate and licked her fork clean as if she hadn’t eaten in days. It might be true after seeing nothing in her cupboards.
She gulped the tea and said, “Babe, you’re the best, but I promise, it’s never that bare. I always have the four basic food groups on hand. Chicken nuggies, protein. Mozzarella sticks, dairy. Bananas, fruits, and ice cream, dessert.”
He shook his head with a chuckle. “Considering there are five food groups, and dessert isn’t one of them, you’re almost there.”
Tessa stood slowly, her body short and trim, with a wild beauty, especially with her hair sticking out in varying directions. As crazy as she looked now, he wouldn’t change anything about her. The ashen complexion she’d had when he first arrived was gone, replaced with a warmer radiant glow on her skin. She was his forever mate, his heaven, his heart, and he wouldn’t let anything come between that.
Tessa summoned him with her finger. When he stood before her, she draped her arms around his neck and their eyes met. It was as if they truly saw each other now that all their secrets were out in the open.
“Brutal truth,” she said.
Isaac’s mouth turned up.
“Brutal truth,” she said again. “You are my future.”
Isaac paused. “Brutal truth.” He had never spoken the words before, but he found it difficult to suppress them now. “I love you, Tessa Heart.”
Tessa stopped abruptly, first looking at the floor, and then letting her gaze drift to his face. Heat rose to her cheeks, and her supple lips spread into a confident smile. “Brutal truth. I love you, Isaac Davenport.”




Chapter twenty-one

The pounding in his head was so intense it resembled a bass drum being played against his ears. Isaac cupped his hands around his head. Even opening his eyes was futile, because the glare from the sun seeping through the windows made it beyond painful. He couldn’t remember a time when he had suffered from a migraine of that magnitude before. Bile rose in his throat. 
He opened the nightstand drawer with his eyes sealed, fished for the bottle of pain reliever, and popped three pills.
Had he been working himself too hard?
Isaac was devoting more time to his ambitious plan to transform Hillside. The excitement came from seeing the project slowly come to fruition. He relished the difficulty. Although this project was bigger than his earlier ones, he could still handle it. He was drinking plenty of water, and he wasn’t drinking too much wine or alcohol. The intense, stabbing pains in his brain had no logical explanation.
Once more, his stomach turned. Until the tremors between his eyes subsided, all plans he had for the day were on hold. All he wanted was to see his girlfriend and hear about her sister’s baby shower, but he was stuck in bed feeling like someone was jabbing his brain with an icepick.
Maybe he was burning the candle from both ends. If he wasn’t running around to his properties, attending meetings, and checking the market for new prospects, he was with Tessa or hunched at his desk, perfecting his proposal packet. And then there was the bookstore fiasco and trying to convince Mr. Valentine to finally accept his offer. No one else would give him the bid Isaac would.
Could the longing everyone talked about be happening this soon?
Isaac patted his hand on the mattress in search of his phone. “Call Tess,” he commanded.
The loud ringing pierced his eardrums and caused more suffering.
“Hey, babe,” she cooed into the receiver. She sounded more awake than when he’d last seen her. The sensuous cadence to her voice soothed the pounding in his head, but not enough to snuff it completely.
“Babe.” He could barely lift his voice above a whisper.
“Are you okay?” She asked in a softer tone. “What’s wrong?”
He loved how she sensed his need for a quieter conversation. She, too, preferred softer tones on occasion. He held his head in his hands and squeezed to counteract the sensation of his skull expanding. “Head is killing me. Unless this migraine goes away, I doubt I’ll be swinging by.”
Tessa clicked her tongue. “I figured that out already. When I didn’t hear from you this morning, I sensed something must be wrong.”
“This morning? What time is it?”
“One in the afternoon.”
The more she spoke, the quieter the pounding shook his brain. “Jesus. I never sleep this late. How are you feeling?”
“Brand new. Missed you last night. Tried calling when I got home, but you didn’t answer.”
He massaged his temples. “I crashed early. I’m coming down with something because my head is killing me, and my stomach is off. Keep talking though, your voice helps.”
“Aww,” she gushed. “My annoying voice isn’t making your headache worse? I’ve been told my voice summons a baby’s tears.”
He stifled his laugh, fearing it would hurt too much. “Absolutely not. I’m guessing Margaret told you that.”
“Bingo.”
The stabbing pain kept minimizing to a more manageable throb. Either her voice wielded the power to heal, or the pills he’d popped were fast-releasing.
“Babe, we’re nearing our matching anniversary. If the next few months move as fast as the last almost-eight have, we should start figuring out our next step.”
She hummed. “It’s best to have a conversation of that magnitude in person.” Tessa huffed into the phone. Her breaths seemed rushed, and then there was a loud bang.
He winced at the sound. “What was that? What are you doing?”
“At the moment? Struggling, but I’m determined.”
He had no idea what the hell that meant, but before he could ask, Isaac heard the elevator ding in his apartment.
“Relax, it’s me,” she said and then disconnected the call.
Moments later, soft footsteps entered his darkened bedroom. The bed dipped, and he had to force himself to keep his eyes closed as much as his heart ached to see her face, too scared if he peeled them open, he’d toss his cookies on the bed. Or on her.
“My poor baby,” she said as she combed her fingers through his hair. She placed her wrist against his forehead as her soft lips pressed against his. “You don’t feel warm.” Her fingers ran through his hair again. Steady passes that calmed the storm brewing in his head.
“Don’t stop doing that,” he whispered. With each new pass of her dainty fingers through his hair, the pain melted away. “You are magic.”
Isaac slowly opened his eyes. Seeing her made his breath catch. She was a divine messenger, a ray of hope amid his waning despair. To put it simply, she was flawless.
“Have you eaten?”
He closed his eyes again and saw his love’s face, branded in his memory. It warmed him through and through.
Without his response, she said, “I’m making you food.”
Isaac’s eyes sprang open as she exited the room with a purpose. “Um, you sure that’s a good idea?” he called out and stayed motionless in bed. With everything going on, he wasn’t sure repairing fire damage to his kitchen would fit into his schedule.
Isaac flung the sheets off himself and slipped into the slippers he kept by his bed. “Baby, you don’t have to, really you don’t.”
“Nonsense. You’re sick. It’s my turn to take care of you.”
He shuffled after her. The light pouring into his apartment didn’t bother his eyes anymore, but the thought of Tessa burning down his apartment did.
She stood behind the island, sifting through canvas bags filled with ingredients.
“Have you been lying about your cooking chops?”
She found amusement in his question. “Absolutely not, but Maggie wrote this recipe you might like. It was supposed to be your breakfast, but I woke up later than I wanted, and the stores were packed. Who goes food shopping on a Sunday morning?”
Isaac sat on the kitchen stool, and he rested his cheek on the cool countertop. It zapped the heat right out of him. “Many people do their weekly shopping over the weekend. When was the last time you visited a supermarket? It can’t be recent because your kitchen is empty.”
She shrugged one shoulder. Tessa took a red and green pepper out of the bag. “Did you know there are a million pepper varieties?” Her head shook in disbelief. She diced each pepper and then an onion. She didn’t shed one tear.
Either that’s a weak onion, or she’s the strongest woman I know. He watched her, alert and amused.
Isaac directed her to where he kept certain things, but she shushed him at every turn. “I got this, babe. You relax. Go lie down, and I’ll bring it to you.”
Isaac rested his head on his arm, lying his upper half on the counter. “And miss history in the making? I think not.”
Tessa wasn’t the quickest chef in the kitchen, but whatever she was cooking made his belly rumble. She seasoned and seared the peppers and onions until they softened before tossing in diced Roma tomatoes. Up next, she heated and seasoned refried beans.
Until now, he hadn’t known she was an expert at stringing together a slew of colorful cuss words. Isaac burst out laughing as she blew through half the carton of eggs before cracking open two without breaking the yoke. The dull ache in his skull was nearly gone, and all he had to do was watch her move about in the kitchen. It didn’t hurt that she was doing it all for him.
Tessa eyed the sheet of paper beside the stove, reading whatever notes were scribbled on it. “So, Maggie said this was easy, but she grossly overestimated my skillset in the kitchen. Ugh, whatever. It’s done.”
“Nothing like hearing, ‘Ugh, whatever,’ before someone hands you a plate of food.”
Tessa stuck her tongue out at him and grabbed a plate from the cabinet. She spooned some of her bean mixture onto the white ceramic, followed by the two runny eggs. They could have used more time and less heat, but he applauded her effort. Tessa ladled the pepper, onion, and tomato concoction over the eggs and topped it with a sprig of parsley.
“I hope this tastes good,” she said as she slid the plate across the quartz countertop.
Even if it wasn’t good, he’d scarf it down. He eyed the colorful dish before digging in. The presentation wasn’t horrible, but overall, for someone who’d almost burned down her kitchen from boiling eggs a few months back, Isaac was pleasantly surprised.
“Fork me, baby.”
“Crap. Sorry.” She opened three drawers before she found the utensils.
He scooped a bit of every component onto his fork and tasted it. Isaac closed his eyes and wished for the best, but prayers were pointless. He dug deeper. This was like hitting a home run, making a layup, and scoring a field goal all at the same time.
“You nailed it, baby.”
He admired her as her cheeks turned rosy. “Now you can rest easy knowing that when you’re sick, I can take care of you.” She rounded the kitchen island and draped her arm around his neck. “I never got a proper kiss hello.”
When their lips locked, it made every part of his body feel better. She was his light and air, the other half of his heart. As she leaned on the counter next to him, he asked what her plans for the day were.
“You,” she responded quickly and took the fork from his hand, tasting her dish. “I need to get Kade a gift before his birthday, but I don’t know what to buy him.”
Isaac felt better with her around, and even though his headache subsided, he enjoyed the attention and didn’t want her leaving his side. Instead, he turned it up a notch and massaged his temples, feigning pain.
Kade’s birthday was the farthest thing from his mind. If Kade’s friends were half as loud as Kade was, Isaac and Tessa would need matching earplugs and stock in pain reliever.
Isaac had only agreed to go to his party because he knew Tessa couldn’t refuse. And she wouldn’t. Kade was important to her even if Isaac never understood how or why. Just as they had a bond, she and Kade had their own. Isaac wished it had been an ordinary friendship and nothing more, but nothing complicated friendships more than sex. Now that Tessa had admitted they’d shared a moment, fleeting or not, Isaac dreaded every interaction with Kade. Until he and Tessa performed their ceremony, or until Kade matched with another, her past with him would forever linger between them.
Isaac hoped Kade would find his soulmate sooner rather than later, so his infatuation with Tessa would disappear and his new love would take precedent.
“How about we shop for his gift sometime this week after work? If you can wait.”
Tessa ate what little was left on his plate and hummed with delight. “Sounds like a plan. And thank goodness this party centers on food, not alcohol. It’s at some swanky restaurant. Typical Kade, flashing his status.”
Isaac didn’t mind her drinking, not one bit, but one drink affected her like three or four, and an empty stomach made matters worse. “As long as you remember to eat, we can both drink and have fun.”
A seductive glint flared behind Tessa’s eyes. He wondered what she was thinking. If it had anything to do with steamy, drunken sex, he was game.
“Today, maybe we relax around the house? You can tend to my every need.” He winked, slyly.
She took her place on his lap and hooked her arm around him once more. “Every need, you say? And what would those entail? Please let it not be more cooking because I’m fresh out of recipes.”
Amused, he smirked. “They aren’t kitchen-related, unless we want to get super creative.”
Tessa stood between his open legs and placed a single, delicate peck on the tip of his nose. “You look like you need more rest. How about you nap, and I’ll lie next to you and read?” 
Nothing sounded better.




Chapter twenty-two

Millions of people looked forward to Fridays. Tessa was no different. But the moment she put her earpiece in and switched the phone lines on, it quickly became the worst day imaginable. They were ringing off the hook. By ten o’clock, everything annoyed her. Even her hair. She threw it in a low ponytail, but as the day progressed and her stress level increased, the higher she fixed her ponytail until she threw it into a messy bun that sat on the top of her head. 
“Good morning from Stanford Enterprises. How can I help you today?”
“This is Olyvia Huang from The Daily Journal. Is Carson Stanford available for comment?”
“I can transfer you to his voicemail, and he’ll get back to you at his earliest convenience.”
Before the caller could drag the conversation on and tell Tessa she didn’t want his voicemail, she switched the line. It was the third time she had called requesting a comment from her boss. Tessa found it odd. She hadn’t received calls from any newspapers since the community center frenzy, and most print publications knew to ask for Holly. She handled everything.
At the noon alarm, she switched the phones to the lunch message and headed into the cafeteria before the rush of workers stormed inside and took all the good food options.
Holly was already seated at a table closest to the entrance, not at Tessa’s usual in the back of the room. “Sit. Sit,” Holly urged.
When Tessa had started at Stanford Enterprises, Holly advised Tessa of two things: never bring work home and always take your lunch break, never work through it. It wasn’t as if Tessa could answer phones from her apartment as amazing as that would be, so she didn’t need to concern herself with that. She also didn’t stress over her job much. Sure, she had busy days that tuckered her out, but nothing warranted ruining her evenings. The lunch advice didn’t concern Tessa either. She took the full hour and never worried about the phones once. Holly, for the most part, heeded her own advice. No matter how busy she was, she took the full break and decompressed with everyone else.
But today, her earpiece was in her ear, and she took work calls while she picked at her leftover chicken tikka masala.
“No. Absolutely not,” she commanded. “He will never comment on personal matters, and frankly, I wouldn’t either, out of principle. You’re a business newspaper. Stick to what you know.”
Holly paused. The table shook as her knee rattled underneath. “Have you known him to be anything but a generous man? Well, have you?”
She paused again as if listening to the rebuttal on the other end. “Exactly. Remember the countless times he saved your career with exclusive content? You do this, and I will see to it you never get a single quote again! Rumors and insinuations fade, but his ongoing success will not. Decide which narrative will benefit you more, long-term.” Holly tapped the device resting on her ear and ended her call.
“Woah. What was that about?”
Holly was like a toy, constantly wound up, but today’s super-energized demeanor lacked the usual perkiness Tessa adored. Out of breath, Holly picked at her food with a huff. And forget about a smile—she’d left that home as well as her signature bright lip color. Today, her full lips were painted a dark red.
“As much as Mr. Stanford does for this community, it’s inevitable someone will try to create their own success by tearing him down through baseless assumptions. Leeches. Someone is attempting to discredit our boss, and I’m pulling all stops to prevent it from happening.”
“Bad-mouth a saint? Sounds impossible.”
“Right. For starters, it’s about his personal life. Who cares what he does behind closed doors? That’s his business. No one cares about what I do at home.”
Her statement wasn’t entirely accurate. Tessa cared probably more than she should. She thought about it ad nauseam. Did she wake up with her can-do attitude, or did she talk herself into it? Or was she a total Debbie Downer at home, too exhausted from faking it at work? Tessa was curious.
“And it’s not even what this leech thinks. The truth would blow her away, but it still doesn’t make it her business to print.”
“Know what?”
Holly’s dark eyes darkened. “Not you, too?”
“I’m kidding.” Tessa wasn’t, but it was worth a shot. “Not sure if it’s related, but The Daily Journal called before lunch. Third time today. I transferred her to his voicemail.”
“She’s a persistent one.” Holly pushed her lunch to the center of the round table and placed both her hands, palms up, on the surface. She closed her eyes and hummed to herself; a low chant of inaudible words Tessa couldn’t make out. Holly drew in deep breaths through her nose and exhaled through her mouth.
“Um… what’s happening right now?”
Holly took another deep, soothing breath. “Trying to calm myself down before my wife forces me to take a sabbatical. If I calm myself, I’ll be able to block some of it from transferring to Naomi.”
When she opened her eyes again, Tessa was shocked to see a calmness set behind Holly’s gaze. Even her infamous, beaming grin resurfaced.
Neat trick.
“Naomi has been getting on my case. She claims I’m working too hard.
Tessa made a mental note to herself. When she was forever linked to Isaac, she might need to remember how to block him from feeling her stream of emotions. Who knew what other secrets she might need to keep? Especially if Kade was involved.
Just as Holly calmed herself, her line rang again. “Holly Moreno speaking.” She sighed as she closed her lunch. “I’ll see you later, Tess. Duty calls.” Holly grabbed her things and stood. “No, I’m not talking to you. Is your name Tess?” Holly groaned loudly in whoever’s ear was on the other end.
Tessa had assumed Holly didn’t have a bark or bite in her, but from her ten-second conversation with an unknown caller, Holly proved her wrong.
“I have a list forming of all the favors you owe us. Does that not matter anymore? If you move forward with this, I will see to it that your career is ruined. And before you ask, no, this is not a direct command of Mr. Stanford. This is all Holly Moreno speaking. Do not get on my bad side,” she warned and stormed through the cafeteria doors.
Holy shit.
Holly wasn’t all sunshine and roses. Well, maybe she was like a rose, stunning, beautiful, and full of thorns that could prick skin and draw blood.
Tessa devoured her leftovers from the night before. After Isaac had woken up from a much-needed nap, he’d fixed them dinner that was better the second time around.
When she returned to her desk, an addition was sitting on the tall ledge—one sunflower. A small, rectangular card was taped to the thin, single-stem sleek, black vase.
Thank you for taking care of me yesterday.
With love, Your Isaac.
She turned the bright bloom toward her as motivation to get through her busy work day. As she answered the phones on autopilot, she contemplated what she could buy for Kade’s birthday. What gift would suit her friend, who had a penchant for expensive tastes? 
She watched the clock and counted down the minutes until she could escape this hell and run straight into Isaac’s arms. Today, more so than ever, she missed him. Her heart missed him. Every time she looked up, the sunflower reminded her how badly. 
Holly whizzed past her desk on the phone, chewing someone’s ear off. Whatever drama was unfolding with Mr. Stanford, Holly was fighting back, twofold. If Quinn hadn’t flung the door open for her, she might have walked straight through the thick glass.
Quinn eyed Tessa with raised brows. Tessa shrugged. She was as clueless as he.
After that, nothing exciting happened the rest of the day. It dragged by, minute by minute, second by second. The phone barely rang again. She even checked to make sure they were still working.
Quinn opened the door, and Tessa glanced up to see who was entering the lobby. Perched at her desk, beaming from ear to ear, her heart fluttered. The last time Isaac had stood in the lobby, they were sharing heated exchanges and she was telling him to ruin someone else’s life. It felt like so long ago, but she still remembered it clearly. Her handsome asshole.
He strolled toward her, almost as if in slow motion. And man, did he look delicious.
The navy three-piece suit made Tessa’s mouth water something terrible. He could walk along the runway if he wanted, strutting around and oozing confidence. His eyes, hands, mouth, and tongue spoke her love language. She couldn’t wait until her shift was officially over so she could show him her love language.
Isaac leaned over her desk. “I see you got my flower. It reminded me of your smile.”
She stood from behind her desk and met him. “I love it.”
With his arm loosely draped around her waist, he said, “Hope you don’t mind me stopping by your job. I couldn’t wait another minute.”
Locked in his embrace, she glanced at the giant clock in the lobby. Once it struck five, she pressed her lips to his. He tasted just as delicious.
She flipped the phones into night-mode and grabbed her belongings, including Isaac’s hand and said, “Let’s go.”
“I was hoping to meet some of your work friends. Where’s Holly? She’s always fun to shoot the shit with.”
“Besides Quinn over here”—Tessa nodded to her favorite guard—“Holly is practically my only work friend, and she’s dealing with Carson’s drama. She left a while ago.”
“Since when does Carson Stanford have drama?”
“Exactly. It must be juicy. What if it’s related to what I told you? You know, my ‘other woman’ theory.”
He shook his head with a dubious grin. “You and your conspiracy theories. So where to? What are you buying Kade?”
She blew raspberries with a shrug. “Last we spoke, he was babbling on about these dumb dumbbells. I can’t think of anything else.”
“Worst-case scenario, he can always exchange them for larger shirts. Is it me, or are they getting tighter?”
Tessa laughed. “You’re not wrong.”
They walked into the sporting goods store, one of her least favorite places to shop. She despised stores that catered primarily to men and athletic needs of women like a second thought. The smaller section all the way in the back corner proved her point.
Once she stepped inside, she could taste testosterone and couldn’t wait to leave. Music blared from the speakers, and the ripped sales associates looked at her like she was lost, like she’d stumbled into the wrong building. Isaac guided her toward the section of weights. Kade had mentioned seeing them there, she was certain. Isaac requested the associate check the stockroom.
While they waited, she picked up a three-pound weight and did ten reps of curls. “We could buy him this bright pink one and tell him to do twenty-thousand reps.”
The salesperson with boulder-sized arms appeared from the stockroom, carrying the package as if it were a pillow. Tessa wondered how they would lug it into her apartment, let alone to the car. She handed the cashier her card, and Isaac carried the box to his car without breaking a sweat. Tessa’s mouth dropped.
“What’s that face for?”
She tried hiding her surprise. “Nothing.” Even though Isaac didn’t have muscles bulging through his clothing, he was far from weak.
Tessa thought about something her sister had over-shared once. She’d mentioned how horny pregnant women got later in their pregnancies, and Tessa’s imagination ran wild. She envisioned herself nine months pregnant and as big as a house, with Isaac lifting her up in the shower for a quick romp. After seeing Isaac carry the box with relative ease, she didn’t need to worry about anything changing if she packed on the pounds.
“Wanna see what books your store has left since we’re out?”
Tessa didn’t need to answer. Her grin said it all. “Any updates with that whole thing?”
Isaac winked. “I’ve got him right where I want him.”
There was something in the way he spoke that made her lady bits tingle. The confidence in his voice sparked a core memory, the one where his alpha male persona spoke in full force. She fought hard to stop a sensuous moan from humming in her throat.
“I hope you’re prepared to be with a miserable human being after it shuts down. I don’t know where I’ll find my fix until we work on our store.”
“Your store,” he corrected.
As Tessa pushed the door open and heard the bell, it was like Pavlov’s dog. She drew in a deep breath and filled her lungs, but the air didn’t have the promise of adventure she’d grown used to.
Her expression dropped as she glanced around. The shelves, usually brimming with both hard and softcover books, stacked high in some areas, were nearly empty now. She gasped.
While her expression saddened, it had a totally different effect on Isaac. He brimmed with glee.
“Hey, Brody.” Tessa walked toward the clerk’s desk wearing her sadness for all to see. “I can’t believe this is actually happening.”
Brody greeted her with his usual grin, but when he eyed Isaac, his welcoming beam lacked the same enthusiasm. “Yeah. Each day, it gets sadder and sadder. I’ve been looking for a new gig, but the nearest vintage bookstore is thirty miles away, and they aren’t hiring.”
“Interested in a new job opportunity?” Isaac asked.
“Doing what?”
Tessa turned to Isaac, stunned that he’d brought it up. She didn’t want to share privileged information without Isaac’s approval, but with his nod and a silent nudge of her shoulder, she spoke. “Similar to this.” She pointed all around.
Tessa told Brody of their plans, and Isaac, again, had to correct her wording. She informed Brody that she planned on starting her own business, and she asked if he might be interested in working there.
“I haven’t figured everything out just yet, but I know we share a passion for reading.” Tessa quickly glanced around and remarked, “I can’t remember a single day when I saw the owner and not you. You’re reliable and know more about books than anyone I know. Think about it.” She reached into her bag and pulled a piece of paper from the notepad she carried with her everywhere. She jotted her number down and slid it across the glass counter.
Brody turned to Isaac. “How much longer will we stay open?”
Isaac chuckled and threw his hands up. “I wish I could answer that. Your boss is dragging his feet, but by the looks of it, you can’t stay open if you don’t have books to sell.”
Brody nodded. He held up the paper and said, “I’ll think about it.”
Tessa stepped onto the pavement with a few new finds and a broad grin. She had never imagined she’d oversee an employee before. If Brody jumped on board, he’d take some weight off her shoulders. He knew more about the sales aspect and possessed more knowledge of books than even she. She could trust Brody with the store more than she could with herself. Sure, she had Isaac to assist, too; he had offered to help however she needed, but with Brody as a prospective employee, the less she needed to rely on Isaac, the better.
She caught Isaac constantly checking his watch.
“Late for an important date?”
“Oh,” he startled. “No. Of course not. Just making sure we aren’t late for dinner at your sister’s. Should we stop at your apartment or go to Maggie’s?”
“We can head over there now.”
The sun was nearly setting as they pulled in front of Maggie’s house. Tessa was getting used to sensing Isaac’s emotions now, but she found his swarm of nerves creeping inside her. Why was he nervous?
She stared at him as he parked the car. He gave no physical cues to show he was nervous, no fidgeting fingers, biting of his lip, or bobbing knees. And he had been to Maggie’s house practically every Friday night, save for a few occasions where he was stuck doing work stuff and couldn’t make it.
“You okay?” she asked him.
“Hmm? Yeah. I’m fine.” The corners of his mouth rose a hair. “Are you okay?”
Before she could answer, he jumped out of his car and met her on the sidewalk, shoving his hands in his pockets instead of reaching for hers.
She tried not dwelling on it, and by the time they walked inside, she brushed it aside altogether. Rose ambushed them at the door. She was more hyper than usual.
Rose wore Tessa’s favorite red dress with white polka dots, the one with the giant bow in the back. And unlike times before, her black hair was neatly tucked into a tiny bun and adorned with a matching red bow.
Isaac swooped Rose into his arms for a quick hug, and the two shared secrets.
Tessa stared and waited for her turn with Rose. She huffed and tapped her foot on the floor. “What the heck, Rose? He gets the first hug?”
When she didn’t let Isaac go, Tessa knew just how to get Rose’s attention. Their whispers ended, and with Rose perched in Isaac’s arms, Rose watched Tessa closely. As Tessa approached Maggie in the kitchen cutting an onion, she said, “There’s my favorite future niece or nephew.”
She knelt, and Maggie turned to her with her protruding belly eye to eye with Tessa. Tessa massaged and kissed her sister’s stomach. Maggie’s and Tessa’s eyes lit.
“Oh, someone is knocking to say hello. At least someone loves me.”
Rose whined. “Hey. That’s not fair.”
Isaac set her feet on the floor, and Rose rushed toward Tessa at full speed. Tessa prepared for the charge and steadied herself on her knees as Rose jumped, nearly knocking them both to the kitchen tile. They giggled together and Rose mushed her lips to Tessa’s cheeks. It was just what Tessa wanted.
“That’ll teach you to put a man before me,” Tessa joked. She lifted herself off the kitchen floor and kissed her sister’s cheek hello.
Isaac followed next.
Rose grabbed Isaac’s hand and pulled him into her room. “No Tessa’s allowed,” she called out before slamming the door shut.
“Ew. Rude,” Tessa said with a huff. “What is her problem?”
Maggie said nothing as she shrugged and resumed chopping onions. “Making meatballs tonight.”
“Ooh,” Tessa said, and then raced to her bag to retrieve her notepad and pen. She hopped onto the counter and watched everything her sister did. “I need more recipes under my belt. Did you do anything else yet?”
Maggie put the knife down and looked at her younger sister. She even put her wrist to Tessa’s forehead. “Since when did you decide you wanted to learn how to cook?”
Tessa glanced up from her scribbled notes, and when she looked at her sister, really studied her, there was a glow around her, radiant and ethereal. Regardless of the challenges she had experienced during the earlier stages of her pregnancy—sluggishness, nausea, headaches, cramping—Maggie was radiant now. Her hair, despite being pulled into a long ponytail, was shiny and smooth, and her skin was luminous. Tessa wondered if she would ever look as stunning.
“You look beautiful, Mags. Even sweating over the stove.”
Maggie tucked the loose strands of hair behind her ear; her cheeks turned pink. “Thanks, but what’s with you and your interest in cooking now?”
Tessa’s shoulders lifted. “I enjoyed cooking for him,” she said, and pointed to Rose’s room with her chin. “Felt nice. Adult-like. And I figured after the baby is born, you’ll be tired from being milked like a cow all day. I can help cook for you and the family. No guarantees it’ll be good, but it’s the effort that counts. Right?”
Maggie picked the knife up and finished chopping the onions before getting started with a green pepper. “Interesting.”
“What’s interesting?”
“Nothing.”
Maggie explained the recipe for her infamous meatballs. Tessa would have preferred precise measurements, but Maggie hadn’t used measuring cups or spoons in years. Everything was eyeballed. Tessa had little faith in her eyeballs, but wrote each step down and got her hands dirty, rolling the mushy meat mixture in her palms.
“Making sauce is a whole beast. I was busy helping I—“ she started, but then said, “I was helping a friend earlier, so we are slumming it tonight. Jar sauce. Sear the meatballs in a pan to give them a crust. It prevents them from falling apart later. Bring the sauce to a low simmer and let the meatballs finish cooking in the sauce. It is easier than the other recipe I taught you.” Maggie rested her hands on her lower back and sighed. Although she glowed, she also looked tired.
“Come sit on the couch. I’ll rub your feet.”
Maggie eyed Tessa. “Who are you right now?” She threw her hands up and said, “Far be it for me to question a free foot massage.”
The two crashed on the couch while dinner finished cooking. Maggie propped her feet on Tessa’s lap, and Tessa got to work, kneading the balls of Maggie’s feet as she hummed with her eyes closed.
“So,” Tessa started, and then sighed. “We hung out with Kade last week since dinner was cancelled.”
“Why do I feel like something bad happened?”
Tessa eyed her niece’s bedroom door. “Well, I got a bit intoxicated, and Kade shared a secret with me.”
Maggie’s eyes fluttered open and she waited for Tessa to continue.
“He only shared his secret because he thought I wouldn’t remember. He told me he was in love with me. And I swear he would have kissed me if Isaac hadn’t shown up.”
“What?” Maggie sat up on the couch, shook her head, and moved closer to Tessa.
“Yeah. I don’t know if it was the dayglow shot he made me drink or what, but I doubt I would have stopped him.”
“What do you mean, you doubt you would have stopped him? You’re with Isaac. Your soulmate.”
Tessa moaned. “I know. Isaac and I talked about it, and I told him I understood if he didn’t want me to hang out with Kade alone. We both agreed that until our ceremony or until Kade matches, it’s best to keep my interactions with him in group settings.”
“I don’t like what Kade did. It was underhanded, but for you to still be torn is unheard of, especially at this stage. In the beginning, I understand feeling conflicted. Your common sense is at war with the rest of you, but not now.” Maggie’s head shook again. “Mom always preaches how you can’t fight fate. Stop fighting it.”
Tessa hadn’t expected to get scolded by her sister, but she didn’t totally hate hearing the brutal truth. “I know,” she whined.
Maggie smoothed down Tessa’s curls and held her face in her hands. “You’re such an internal being, always living in your imagination, but you’re only making your life more miserable if you don’t let it go.”
Tessa knew confiding in Maggie was what she needed. Instead of telling her what she wanted to hear, her sister told her what she needed to hear, confirming everything she had already told herself twofold.
“I want to.”
“Good.” Maggie rose from the couch. “Isaac’s good to you, right?”
Tessa looked down at her lap, and flashbacks of her time spent with Isaac over the past few months flooded her thoughts. Isaac was a wonderful, loving, and romantic man. He adored that she was unapologetically herself around him and took her preferences seriously. Not once had he tried altering them to what he wanted. He was too good to be true.
“Better than I deserve,” she admitted. Guilt from wanting that kiss with Kade made her a horrible soulmate for Isaac, and she knew it.
Maggie eyed her daughter’s closed bedroom door. “And I bet if I asked him the same question, his response would match yours.”
The corners of Tessa’s glossed lips rose. “Wanna make a bet?”
Maggie rolled her eyes, and Tessa considered that a confirmation. “Isaac!” Tessa shouted.
In seconds, the door opened, and both he and Rose strolled into the living room. Both wore matching guilt-ridden grins.
“What’s up?” he asked as he cleared his throat, rubbing his hand over his mouth and chin.
Maggie held up her hand so Tessa wouldn’t interrupt. “If someone asked you how Tessa treats you, what would your response be?”
Isaac’s brow furrowed as he shoved his hands in his pockets. “She’s amazing,” he exclaimed and eyed Tessa, a bit confused, until he glanced back at Maggie. “I mean, I don’t deserve her. She’s more than I could have imagined for myself.”
“Thank you,” Maggie sang, and ushered Tessa to get off the couch. “I win. Back in the kitchen, Tessa. You’re finishing dinner now.”
“Ah, c’mon,” Tessa whined as she trailed behind her sister. She turned to Isaac and said, “You couldn’t just stop at ‘she’s amazing?’”
“What the hell just happened?” Isaac mumbled.
“Wanna play outside?” Rose asked peculiarly. She dragged Isaac into the backyard. “No Tessa’s allowed,” she shouted again before closing the back door behind her.
“Seriously, what’s her problem with me today?”
Maggie just laughed as she leaned against the counter, ordering Tessa what to do next. After completing each task, Tessa added every detail to her notes for future reference.
Mom and Dad pushed the back door open. Both wore matching smiles.
“It looks amazing out there,” Mom said as she entered the house. “Such an exciting day. Oh!” she exclaimed as Tessa greeted her. “Tessie, what are you doing here so early?”
“Taking a cooking class from a master chef. She’s a tyrant in the kitchen, though.”
“Wait, you’re cooking?” Her father groaned. He dropped the large box containing a baby swing to the floor. “Ah, c’mon. I’m hungry, man.”
Maggie laughed, and Tessa scoffed. Everyone settled inside while Tessa and Maggie manned the stove while Rose and Isaac spent the evening playing in the backyard.
“I’m gonna see what Rose and Isaac are up to,” Tessa said.
Her mother hurried toward the door. “Nonsense. I’ll check on them. I need to ask Rose something, anyway. You finished with dinner?”
She eyed her mother, who shooed her back into the kitchen. “Dad wants me away from the food, and you want me in the kitchen? Talk about mixed signals.”
Maggie called for her to stir the meatballs in the sauce, and Tessa regained her place in front of the stove. Making food terrified her, but she had started enjoying being in the kitchen, especially when she knew Isaac would applaud her efforts, even if the food belonged in the garbage. Maggie helped rid her of the fear, too, reminding her constantly if she messed up a little, it was doubtful anyone would die over it. She could easily try again.
After Maggie finished ordering her around, Tessa set the table for all the usual suspects as Kota pushed open the front door after a long day at work. He rubbed his belly as he walked into the kitchen. “Dinner smells amazing.”
“Tessa’s cooking,” her father advised.
Kota made a sound that was a mixture of surprise, disappointment, and disgust.
“All right, all right, all right. I get it. I can’t cook. But if it’s horrible, it’s Maggie’s fault, because then she’s horrible teacher.”
Her mother, Rose, and Isaac strolled in through the back door, and that same wash of nerves filled Tessa’s insides again. Was he terrified of her cooking, too?
“It’s like seeing a wild animal out of their natural habitat,” Isaac said as he stood behind her and kissed the top of her head. “Smells great, babe.”
Smell was one thing. It had to taste good, too. Although Tessa doubted it would be horrible. Maggie had watched everything she did, and tasted it along the way. She even quizzed her about the different spices, and showed her how adding extra pinches of one spice can completely alter the flavor.
Once Tessa confirmed with her head chef that the pasta was cooked the way she preferred, Maggie gave her the thumbs up, and Tessa strained the pasta. “Dinner is ready.”
Everyone took their seats after she and Maggie put the food on the table. She felt Isaac’s pride inside her, but not from the energy he projected. He was still emitting nervousness, but his proud gaze and smile spoke differently.
“Don’t look so scared, Dad,” Tessa said.
“Where’s Kade?” Isaac asked.
Everyone eyed the empty seat beside Rose.
“He texted me earlier.” Kota reached into his back pocket and read his text. “Can’t make it tonight. Something came up. See you all at the party.” Kota shrugged.
Tessa and Maggie shared a knowing glance. Was he too embarrassed by his behavior to show his face? The timing was too coincidental.
“He’s missing out,” Isaac chimed. “This food smells delicious, guys. Good job.”
Tessa paid close attention to Isaac, who, unbeknownst to anyone else, projected the most stress she had ever experienced before. As much as she asked if he was okay and waved away Tessa’s concerns, but he barely touched his food. Her concern became increasingly real.
She tasted a piece of her meatball again. It wasn’t bad. It tasted good, almost as good as if Maggie had made them alone. Tessa looked around the table as everyone had their own conversation among themselves. Even Isaac was trading jabs with Kota.
And then there was Rose. She sat silently across from her. When she wasn’t shoveling pasta and chunks of cut up meatballs into her mouth, her lips were pressed together, as if she was mad about something. Or like she was trying really hard to be mad about something.
Tessa nodded to Rose to get her attention. “What’s your deal today?”
Rose jabbed the pasta on her fork and shoved it into her mouth. She garbled something, but Tessa didn’t understand a single word said with her full mouth of carbs.
Tessa leaned back in her chair and noticed everyone eyeing one another. Isaac included. Frustrated, like she was caught in another universe, one where everyone she loved acted weird, she reached her limit. “What’s going on with everyone? Now, you’re all acting weird.” She turned to Isaac after following everyone’s line of sight. “Isaac?”
He swallowed hard. His Adam’s apple bobbed in his throat as he stared back at her, brow arched high. “Um…”
Tessa’s fork clanked on the ceramic. She couldn’t stand it a second longer and pushed her chair out to stand “Seriously, what the heck is going on? You’re all acting weird. Rose won’t even speak to me and has been shunning me from every room in the house.” Tessa felt the sting in her eyes. Between everyone ragging on her cooking skills, and her niece, the last person she expected to snub her, Tessa’s feelings were getting bruised from every angle.
“Babe, nothing is wrong,” Isaac assured, but Tessa felt anything but assurance. “Dammit. I guess it’s happening now.” He stood from his chair, and seconds later, Rose jumped from hers and dashed into the backyard.
Tessa pointed in Rose’s direction. Her niece was long gone. “Like, where the hell is she going? Why isn’t anyone stopping her?” She would have laughed if she didn’t want to cry.
One by one, the others stood from their chairs, too.
Tessa eyed her sister as Maggie flashed the palm of her hands. “Tessa, relax.”
With her mouth drawn open, she was more confused than ever. How could she relax when no one was telling her anything?
Isaac reached for her hand, and Tessa’s attention flew back to him. Feeling utterly insane, she rigidly held her tears in check, and pleaded again, “What’s going on?”
“Follow me.”
Isaac led her through the kitchen toward the back door. He pushed it open and guided Tessa outside, and her mouth parted wider. Already on the verge of tears, now she couldn’t have stopped them if she’d tried.
The backyard was lit with soft white lights emitting a golden glow everywhere she turned. Battery-lit candles formed a winding path along the stairs and off the porch. She stood, shell-shocked, as Isaac walked ahead.
Tessa turned toward her family, who followed behind her. All wore various degrees of happy smiles. Her mother clutched her heart as her father drew his wife closer.
Maggie leaned in and whispered, “Go to him.”
Tessa descended each step slowly as she looked around the tall bush, following the path of candles on the grass. Her heart thudded; her pulse raced. She was awe-struck. She quickened her snail’s pace along the lit path that curved around the stairs when her breath hitched. Inside a circle of red petals were Isaac and Rose, holding hands, waiting.
Tears slowly found their way down her cheeks. Rose let go of Isaac’s hand, and she skipped toward Tessa. The flowy red dress plumed with each frolic and hop. Rose grabbed Tessa’s hand and led her toward Isaac, who stood tall with his hands in front of him, shaking. His smile was her driving force.
“What’s going on?” Tessa whispered.
Isaac gathered Tessa’s hand in his, and their eyes locked just as they had done the first time they met. Now it was her nerves swimming inside her. Her hands trembled in his. He let them go, only to run his thumb under her tear-streaked eyes. He grabbed her hands in his again and brushed his lips against her knuckles.
The way her world lit up when he gazed upon her was something only written in love stories. Her inside warmed as she got lost in his warm and loving gaze. She was utterly swept away.
As Isaac’s hold on centered Tessa, she glanced all around, noticing more soft lighting everywhere she turned. The entire backyard, even Rose’s swing set, glowed with fairy lights, small specks of magic, transforming Tessa’s retreat into a fairytale world, like a scene snatched from a book. Her heart was full, as full as it had ever been.
When she turned to him again, he wasn’t standing in front of her. Isaac was down on bended knee, holding an open box with a stunning ring sitting inside.
“A match brought us together, but love, true love, built the bond we share now. Even though it was already written in the stars, I still want to ask if you, Tessa Heart, will do me the honor of being my forever?”
Tessa’s breaths came in tiny pants. Nerves fluttered in her belly. The surprise was too much to bear. The utter shock wedged the single word in her constricted throat.
Tessa thought about her future in the seconds that passed. Their love was unbound, and Isaac continued to show this with each passing day. With Isaac, she felt loved, protected, cared for, and lusted after. He accepted her with all her quirks and flaws and loved her more for them.
A smile trembled over her lips. “Brutal truth,” she said, half laughing and half-crying. “Yes. Every day, yes!”
Isaac gathered Tessa in his arms and pressed his lips to hers. Tessa’s first love had been Kade, but he was in her past. Isaac was her future.
And now, she couldn’t wait to see what that future looked like.
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