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T

Chapter One

he train stopped, and Abigail Price widened her
stance to avoid falling over. She held on to the bar
near one of the doors, trying to be patient as people

loaded and unloaded from the car.
“Next stop, Summit Avenue,” the conductor’s thick

Boston accent called over the system. It was something
Greyson would have imitated for the rest of the trip if he were
here.

Why she was still thinking of her former best friend? It
had been over a year since he’d left for Princeton…with
Hannah Stark, breaking her heart in the process.

But this new job, the opportunity to make some money,
would help her have something in her savings account after
graduation. She was grateful to her aunt and uncle for what
they’d given to her over the past few years she’d lived with
them, but there were only so many things they were willing to
pay for.

Abby glanced up at the small marquee sign, the words
matching the announcement from the T driver. She would get
o! at the next stop, where she’d walk over to Love, Austen, the
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growing Boston matchmaking company, and begin her !rst
day of work as a writer and editor. She took in a long breath,
trying to ease the mixture of anxiety and excitement "owing
through her.

She’d interviewed with the owner, Meg Austen, the week
before and had checked her phone at least !fty times the
following day, hoping to hear whether she’d gotten the job.
When the familiar number had popped up on her screen, she’d
accidentally ended the call. Luckily, Meg was laid back enough
to understand her plight.

The train stopped at Coolidge Corner and Abby stepped
onto the sidewalk, looking for cars before walking across the
street. As she stood in front of the small brick o#ce and gazed
up at the Love, Austen sign, she breathed out a sigh of relief.
This was the !rst o#ce-type job she’d ever had, having worked
as a server for her Aunt Lucille’s many parties and as an
assistant at a nursing home.

The bell above the door rang out as she opened it.
“You made it! Yay for your !rst day!” Ti$any called from

behind the reception desk. As Abby’s college roommate, she’d
told Abby about the job. It was one of the hundred reasons
she would always be indebted to Ti$any.

“Yeah, I’m excited too.” Abby’s stomach tied itself in
knots, but it felt like the !rst step in growing up, even though
she had one more year of college left. “I think I misjudged the
time it would take from my aunt and uncle’s house, though.”
She glanced down at her watch. 9:15 a.m. Fifteen minutes late.

Meg stepped out of her o#ce, dressed in black slacks and a
light teal-colored blouse. “We’re all about "exibility here. I
can’t tell you how excited I am to have you working for us.
Now maybe it won’t take me weeks to update things on the
website or send out poorly edited media.”

“I promise being late won’t happen again. Well, until
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classes start next week.” Abby !ushed as the other two women
laughed.

“Then that means this job is perfect for you with school.
Just send me your "nal schedule so I know when to expect you
in the o#ce.” Meg took a few steps past her and waved to the
room at the front of the o#ce. From what Abby could see, the
window had a view of Beacon Street, busy as ever. “I have an
o#ce mostly set up for you here. Jorge, our tech guy and app
creator, came in on Saturday and got your computer ready.”

Abby smiled. An entire o#ce to herself? She barely had a
room in the attic at her aunt and uncle’s house, and this space
looked like it was bigger than that. “Thank you,” she choked
out, emotion springing up in her throat.

Meg nodded. “Of course. I have a conference call in a few
minutes, but Ti$any will show you where we keep all the
supplies and run you through the basics of the programs we
use here.”

“Sounds great.” Abby grinned, all evidence of the anxiety
in her stomach gone. She was going to like this place.

Later that afternoon, Abby set several organizer trays in the
pull-out drawer of her desk. She’d loved the amount of
supplies in what was essentially a closet back in the workroom
and had gone out to buy the trays at a CVS down the street
during her lunch break. Meg had been busy for most of the
morning, so she "gured getting things organized the way she
wanted them would help with the workload she knew was
coming.

After placing paperclips, pens, highlighters, and those
small sticky tabs in their individual spots, Abby sat back, satis‐
faction !owing through her. She was a little obsessive about
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details like this, but now she could !nally concentrate on the
press release Meg had sent her to edit.

A knock sounded at the door, and Abby looked up,
smiling at her boss. “Hey, Meg.”

Meg’s shoulders hunched over the large box she carried
into the room. She stepped over and dropped the box down
on a chair, blowing out a deep breath. “Oh man! That is a lot
of papers.” Meg paused another second, tossing her long
blonde hair back over her shoulder. “I’ve almost got every‐
thing rounded up. Are you ready for your !rst big project?”

As Meg grinned, Abby forced a smile, staring at the box.
She stood and peered into it, removing a few folders full of
papers. The rest were loose sheets. When she #ipped through
one of the folders, it was all handwritten in a slanted cursive.

Her eyes widened, and she glanced up at Meg. “Um, yeah.
I take it I’ll need to go through all these?” She picked up a
paper and scanned it with her eyes. Overcoming Boredom in a
Relationship. Was this really something people needed to be
taught? Abby wasn’t the most experienced in the dating area,
and she’d never been in an o$cial relationship with anyone,
but if someone was bored, why wouldn’t they just call it o%?

Meg had mentioned during Abby’s !rst interview that the
person who got the job would need to organize all the notes
from the extra classes for the app she’d hired someone to build.
This had to be from one of those.

Meg leaned on the back of the chair. “Yes. This is the box
from the lady who teaches the social aspects of the dating
classes. She’s not good at technology, so these are all of her
notes, which you’ll have to transcribe into the computer. I
know it looks like a lot, but hopefully it won’t take too long.”
She twisted her lips to the side, pity in her eyes. “The other
teachers have more digital stu% I’ll have sent to your email.”

Abby took a deep breath as she thought of all she’d have to
do for this project. But she’d agreed to whatever the job
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entailed when she !rst signed on, so this was just the begin‐
ning. Most of the on-campus jobs were already taken, unless
she was up for working on what they called the Bullgang, the
crew that changed over the hockey rink into the basketball
court and vice versa. She was much better at writing than she
was at lifting heavy things.

“Okay. This is for the app, right?” She pulled out a
sticky note, jotting down a few details. “Which teacher is
this?”

“Georgia Sanderson.”
After writing the woman’s name, she stuck it to the box.

“Okay, I’ll get working on that. When do you need it all
compiled by?”

“Jorge emailed me earlier today. He said he’s got a lot of
the background work !gured out, but he’ll be by on Thursday
to walk us through what he’s created and see what else we
need. What he can change as far as style, formatting, and all
that. I’d like you to be in on that meeting because the next big
chunk is compiling all the information of our classes into the
app in an appealing and user-friendly way.”

Abby chuckled, more out of fear than real laughter. “No
pressure, right?”

Meg took a step closer and rested her hand on Abby’s
shoulder. “You’ll be !ne. Everything in your resume and inter‐
view told me that you’re the gal for the job.”

“Are you sure? Because my experience in the corporate
world is about three hours at this point.” She gave a short
laugh, suddenly overwhelmed. She knew how to tune-up a
lawnmower and rethread a weed whacker in just a few
minutes, and her knowledge of cleaning the grout in a bath‐
room was extensive, but she still couldn’t believe this job was
paying her to read and write.

“You have such strong writing skills from everything I
read, and you put up with Ti#any out there on a daily basis,”
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Meg said, scrunching her nose and jutting her thumb back
over her shoulder.

“I heard that!” Ti!any called from the other room.
The tightness in Abby’s chest loosened under Meg’s

comforting gaze.
“You know we love you, Ti!any,” Meg called over her

shoulder, grinning at Abby. “Okay, so let’s have you start by
entering in this box of information, and I’ll get after the other
teachers to send you their course notes.”

Clearing her throat, Abby asked, “I don’t have to have it
done by Thursday, though, right? I mean, I’ll do my best to
get it all into the computer. I just…there’s a lot.” Her hands
had been moving the entire time, and now they hung limp
against her sides. Heat rose to her cheeks, and she hoped Meg
wouldn’t think she wasn’t up for the job. Four days was just
not long enough to complete the task.

“Oh no. Thursday is a beginning meeting now that the
bigger stu! is in play. But the sooner we have all the informa‐
tion in, we can play around with the setup and get some of the
beta testers to give us feedback on what works and what
doesn’t.” She paused a moment, tapping her pointer #nger
against her lips. “I’d say three weeks, maybe four? Is that
enough time?”

Nodding, Abby was more confused than ever. “Okay, so
do it as soon as possible. I can #nish the press release about the
fall sale and then get started on it.”

“Perfect. I have to run out for another meeting, but I’ll be
back this afternoon if you need anything.” Meg left the room,
and a few seconds later she passed Abby’s o$ce again, this
time with purse in hand. “And I forgot. We need to have you
take the test.”

“Test?”
Meg nodded. “Our matchmaking test. I like to have
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everyone take it. The more tests I have means more data,
which can always help us in this business.”

Shifting against the back of the o!ce chair, Abby
frowned. “You’re not going to use it to match me with anyone,
right?”

“Not without your permission,” Meg said, a mischievous
grin on her face. “Just tell Ti"any when you need a break from
inputting notes, and she’ll set it up for you. Good luck!”
Before Abby could respond, Meg turned and strode out the
front door.

Abby sat back in her chair, glancing around her o!ce. But
her mind called up a picture of the brown-haired, blue-eyed
guy she’d had a crush on for at least half her life. Just as
quickly, she pushed him out of her mind, not wanting to deal
with his betrayal right now.

Maybe having Meg match her up would be a good thing.
She’d tried just about everything else, but would she be able to
stop making everything into a competition with Greyson
Campbell as the benchmark?

“How’s it going in here, roomie?” Ti"any asked, walking
in. “I saw that box, and I’m glad I don’t have to do all that.”
She gave Abby a broad smile and sank into the other chair in
front of Abby’s desk, the back of her hand against her fore‐
head, acting like she’d fainted. Abby laughed harder than she
had in a while.

“Are you sure you’re not supposed to be a drama major? I
mean, I get wanting to learn psychology, but I think you’re
wasting some good talent here.”

Ti"any shook her head. “Yeah, then I’d be o!cially cut o"
from the little money my parents send me as it is. When are
you moving back into the dorm?”

Abby turned to her sticky note list of to-do’s, adding pack to
the list. “My Aunt Lucille is throwing a garden party on Saturday
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that she’s asked me to help serve at.” She paused, rolling her eyes.
As kind as Aunt Lucille and Uncle Carl had been to take her in
over a decade ago, there were still some aspects of the Harring‐
tons’ life she would never quite measure up to. It was a topic
she’d shared with Tiffany several times over the past three years.

“I think I’ll just bring everything over on Monday. That
will give me a few hours to settle in and get things organized
before the new semester begins.” Next to the word pack, she
wrote Sunday.

“Why not Sunday night? Then we can do something fun
for Labor Day.” Ti"any leaned forward, giving Abby her
classic puppy-dog face to sway her.

With a wave, Abby said, “Depends what you mean by
fun.” She raised her eyebrows, waiting for Ti"any to respond.

“There might be a few guys interested in you, but you’ll
never know if you don’t at least give them a chance. You
deserve to move on from Greyson.”

Abby’s chest tightened at the mention of the blue-eyed
boy next door, her former best friend. “I’ve been over him
since he left for Princeton. I just think I need to make it
through this year of school instead of worrying about whether
or not a guy is going to call me back after a date. My uncle isn’t
going to pay for grad school, and getting involved with anyone
will just make it harder to survive after graduation.”

“I get it. But you can’t just put o" life forever. At the rate
we’re both going, we might be roommates forever.” Ti"any
frowned as she glanced at her #ngernails, her expression
revealing the possibility of her words.

“What about Steve?” Ti"any had been dating a football
player for the last year, and when they were together, it was a
little nauseating on the PDA scale. But Ti"any had gone to
the Cape for a few weeks, and Abby must have missed some
news.

Shaking her head, Ti"any sighed and tipped her head onto
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the back of the chair. A mixture of resignation and relief
passed over her expression. “It was time. He’s been so busy
preparing for the season opener in Florida that we just decided
to call it. I’m not good at the whole long-distance thing
anyway. He’d be o! to a new city every week with his team,
and I know I’d just be worried about all the girls trying to go
after him. I mean, there were groupies when he was in college,
but as a professional athlete? Yeah, that’s a whole new level.”
Ti!any scooted forward on the chair and glanced up at Abby.
“So I’m back on the market.”

“Which is why you want me to be your wingwoman,
right?” Ti!any had been single all of four weeks since they’d
become roommates freshman year.

“Maybe.” Ti!any dipped her head and gave her a bashful
grin.

Abby chuckled. “You should see what Meg has to say.
Maybe you can "nd someone for the long-term now that we’re
almost done with college.”

“No, I’ve seen plenty of the guys coming through here.
Not my type for sure.” Ti!any’s nose crinkled, her lips puck‐
ering as she shook her head.

“I’m betting there will be more to choose from once the
app is up and running.” Abby still didn’t know much about
how everything worked, only that the six large-screen televi‐
sions in the workroom showed a whole lot of information on
each client. But Meg wouldn’t spend a ton of money to build
an app on something that wouldn’t help her business.

“Yeah, you’re probably right. But even then, we’ll have to
see what happens.”

The phone rang, and Tiffany hopped up. “Gotta get
that.”

Abby chuckled and turned her attention back to the
computer screen. She’d lucked out when she’d been paired up
with Ti!any her freshman year in the dorms. The girl had
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boundless energy and complemented Abby’s more reserved
nature.

She stood and grabbed the handles of the chair with the
box on it, maneuvering it to the other side of her desk. With a
stack of papers at the side of her keyboard, she opened a new
writing document and got to work on the small, nearly indeci‐
pherable papers. Now was the time to prove to Meg, and to
herself, that she was right for this job.
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Chapter Two

reyson Campbell heard his phone ring a few times
before he could reach it, feeling the cool air outside
the humid bathroom. When he saw the number on

the screen, he grinned, picking up.
“Jorge. What’s going on, man?” Running a hand through

his wet hair, Greyson pulled his shirt down all the way and
stu!ed his dirty clothes into the laundry chute in the hall. He
wiped his hand across his jawline, removing the last section of
shaving cream he’d missed.

“Greyson, what are you up to? Last I heard, you were still
in Jersey, but someone swore you were back in town. Didn’t
your master’s program take two years?”

Walking down the grand staircase of his parents’ home,
Greyson made his way into the kitchen. He grabbed a cup out
of the cabinet and poured himself some juice. “One, actually. I
graduated in May with my Master’s in IT, and then I stayed to
work on a campaign for one of the senators. He lost the
primaries, so I "gured I’d make my way back home. My dad
has been bugging me about working for the family business
for a while, so I thought I’d take him up on it.”
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“That’s a tough life,” Jorge said, his voice oozing sarcasm.
After a pause, he said, more somberly, “Working for Campbell
Food Services is a dream come true for a lot of people.” He
paused, and Greyson waited, curious as to why his old friend
had called. They’d known each other in high school and had
gone on to be roommates for two years in college. Jorge was
still one of the smartest IT guys Greyson had ever met, even
after the men and women he’d gotten to know in his master’s
program. It was no wonder Jorge’s company was already
climbing the ranks in the business world.

“So, are you up for helping out a friend for a couple
weeks?” Hesitation echoed in his voice. With how indepen‐
dent Jorge had always been, it was a big deal for him to ask for
help of any kind.

Greyson took a sip of the juice. “What do you need? I can
do something on the side. I’m supposed to start working at my
dad’s company next Tuesday, after the holiday.”

“I’ve got this app I’ve been working to create for Love,
Austen, and I promised the owner it would be done sometime
in the next couple of months.”

“Love, Austen. Like the matchmaking company?” He’d
heard a few things about it while he was at school, mostly just
some reality TV show his sister fangirled over.

“Yeah. I’ve done the wireframing and all the assessments
on the di"erent platforms. I just haven’t had a chance to show
them the prototype before we go into development.” Again
the line went silent, and Greyson knew something was up.

He laughed, hoping it would ease the silence. “What do
you need me for? It sounds like you’ve been killing it up here
while I’ve been trying to catch up to your skills by going to
school.”

“My dad’s really sick.” His voice broke on the last word,
and it was several seconds before he spoke again. “They, uh,
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they don’t know if he’ll make it through the next week, and
I’m heading to the airport now to !y down to Georgia.”

“I’m sorry, man.” Greyson wasn’t sure what to say, and his
words sounded trite to his own ears. His parents were in good
health, and he’d never had to watch his grandparents su"er.

Jorge cleared his throat. “Thanks. I don’t know how much
time I’ll have to work on the app over the next week, and I
promised the owner we’d meet tomorrow to go through every‐
thing. If I send you all the information I’ve compiled for the
company, will you meet with them for me?” He paused, giving
Greyson’s brain a second to go over everything he’d said. “I’d
give it to one of the guys I’ve hired, but I haven’t trained them
on that kind of thing, and to be honest, they aren’t the most
personable.”

Trying to think of what he had going on, Greyson $nally
said, “Send me the information. I’ll take care of it for you.”

Jorge breathed out a sigh of relief. “I owe you one, man.”
“It’s nothing, J. Just take time to be with your family. This

might even be fun for me. I haven’t worked on an app in a
couple of years.”

“That’s what you get when you’re stuck with a girl and
don’t come home to see your friends, man.” Jorge’s words
were meant to be a joke, but Greyson could feel the truth of
them. His mind !ashed to an image of Hannah, and he shook
his head. So many memories now tainted by everything he’d
gone through with his ex-girlfriend over the past few months.

Smiling to convince himself, he said, “That’s long over.
I’m back for good now. We need to hang out and do some‐
thing when you get back.”

“De$nitely. It’ll be nice to have you back. You can always
take my rowing spot on Saturday mornings. It’d be a good
chance to meet some people since you’ve been gone. One of
them is engaged to Meg Austen, the owner of the company.
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Just don’t be so good that they won’t want me back.” Jorge’s
lighthearted chuckle made Greyson smile.

“I don’t think there is a fear of that. You’ve always beaten
me in everything, especially athletics, so I doubt I’ll make an
impression on them.”

They said goodbye, and Greyson walked over to the
toaster, slipping two pieces of bread into the slots and
depressing the lever.

The house was so quiet at this time of day, and Greyson
tried to think of something to do. His dad and older brother
were both working at the family-owned company, and his
younger sister was probably at the mall with their mom. As he
waited for the toast to pop up, he looked out the window and
over at the property next door.

It felt like ages since he’d seen the Harringtons and their
niece, Abby. So many memories had been made between the
two houses, and a strong sense of nostalgia hit him. Life had
been so much easier back then, before he’d left for Princeton
the year before.

This was the longest amount of time he’d gone without
speaking to Abby since she’d moved in with her aunt and
uncle next door at the age of ten. That thought pulled at his
chest, sending a fresh wave of guilt coursing through him. He
hadn’t been thinking all that clearly when he’d left, and he
wished he could go back and tell her about his plans as he’d
done for everything else in the almost twelve years they’d
known each other.

She hadn’t been a fan of Hannah, but in true Abby fash‐
ion, she’d been polite and wished him the best as he took o"
for grad school with his girlfriend. Ex-girlfriend now.

He’d called and texted his old best friend for the #rst
several weeks, but between his workload with school and
Hannah’s constant need for attention, he hadn’t made the
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e!ort he should have. He’d have to give her a call and see where
she was now if she hadn’t already graduated college.

He knew he could use her wisdom and ability to see
through situations, especially if he was going to work for
his dad.
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Chapter Three

bby clicked refresh on her email. It was Thursday
morning, and she glanced into the box of papers
she’d been transcribing for the last three days. The

done pile was still signi!cantly smaller than the to-do pile, but
at least she’d gained some momentum and a few ideas of how
to set up the program in the app.

She took a minute to rest, stretching her arms out to the
sides and twisting her hands, hoping to ease some of the tight‐
ness in her wrists from typing for so long. A noti!cation
popped up on her phone, reminding her that the meeting with
Jorge would start in ten minutes.

Gathering up her notebook and a handful of smaller
papers she’d used to draw her thoughts when inspiration hit
her, she walked out of her o#ce and over to Ti$any’s desk.

She leaned forward and asked, “Have you see the app
guy?”

“No, not yet. He tends to run a few minutes behind
anyway. Meg said to head into the workroom and she’d meet
you when she gets back from the creperie.”

Abby laughed. “She kind of likes that place, doesn’t she?”
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Ti!any’s eyes twinkled. “Yes, yes she does. I think if they
had some sort of stock option she’d buy into it, based on how
much she goes there.”

“Okay, I’ll get everything set up in there.” Now that Abby
had been there a few days and had taken the matchmaking
test, she understood more of the numbers on the screens. As
Ti!any had explained to her, each of the categories for men
and women who wanted to be matched was separated into
characters from Jane Austen’s novels. It was a clever system
that Abby understood even better since she’d just "nished up a
class on nineteenth-century literature the semester before.

Sitting behind the desk positioned in the middle of the
room, she signed into the computer already there and then
leaned back in her chair. She pulled out a pen and started to
doodle around the corners of her paper.

The bell above the front door rang, signaling either Meg or
Jorge. She hadn’t o#cially met him, but from the little
communication they’d had through email the last two days, he
had a lot of talent in what he did.

“Greyson Campbell?” Ti!any said from the other room,
her voice exaggerated enough to give Abby a heads-up.

Freezing, Abby slowed her breathing, trying to listen for
any sign that it was really him. Ti!any joked a lot about things,
but she knew how hurt Abby had been when Greyson took
o! for New Jersey, telling her the day he was heading out.

“Ti!any. I didn’t know you work here.”
There was a pause, and Abby closed her eyes, hoping her

roommate wouldn’t lash out at him here in the o#ce. She’d
threatened to on more than one occasion since Hannah had
shown up in their lives eighteen months ago.

“There’s probably a lot you don’t know,” Ti!any said, her
voice cool, “but I’ll let it slide for now. What are you doing
here? Girlfriend not cutting it anymore?”

It was the most venom Abby had ever heard in her voice,
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and she leaned over to bang her head against the desk a couple
times. Of all places, why did he have to come here?

When Greyson spoke, it was as if he’d dismissed everything
Ti!any had said. “I’m here for the app meeting?”

“You’re not Jorge,” Ti!any joked. “Head into that room
back there.”

Abby sat up, her brain connecting the fact that the app
developer must be Jorge Martinez, the guy who’d been friends
with Greyson since high school. Why hadn’t she put that
together sooner?

She turned her eyes back to the paper, scribbling in the
same spot back and forth with her pen until it broke a hole in
the paper. She’d imagined seeing Greyson again dozens of
times, but there was always time to prepare herself in those
situations. She’d just have to grit her teeth and make it through
this.

A knock sounded at the door, and he asked, “Is this the
place for the app meeting?”

His voice rumbled through her chest, and she took in a
deep breath before raising her gaze and shifting so her face
wasn’t hidden by the computer monitor.

“It is.” She gazed into the bright blue eyes, seeing them
switch to recognition.

“Abby?”
“Hey, Greyson.” It was all she could think of at the

moment. Half of her wanted to run over and throw her arms
around him, to tell him how much she’d missed him. The
other half told her to be on guard, that he was probably here
only temporarily and that Hannah might pop out behind him
at any moment.

He looked around the room. “I was supposed to meet
with the owner. Jorge’s dad got sick, so I’m taking over until
he can get back. You work here too?” His mouth clamped
shut, and pink tinged his cheeks. It was strange that the same
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tell of his nerves she’d grown up with would be used when
talking to her. They’d always been as comfortable as siblings
around each other, but a lot can change over the course of a
year.

“I work here as of this week. Tiffany helped me get the
job.” Abby stood, sticking her hands into her back pockets
and took a few steps toward him. He’d let his hair grow out a
bit more than the last time she’d seen him, and as much as she
tried to shake off the rising feelings, the ache of all the feel‐
ings she’d experienced since he left filled her chest. “I’m
surprised to see you here. I thought you were still at
Princeton.”

He nodded, his mouth opening to speak, but nothing
came out. His eyes were locked on hers again, and Abby took a
deep breath, hoping to settle the waves of emotion passing
through her. Those blue eyes had haunted her dreams ever
since she’d moved in with the Harringtons at age ten.

“I, uh, I just got back home two days ago. I "nished up at
Princeton, and I’ve been getting ready to work at my father’s
company.” He glanced around the room before his attention
landed back on Abby, causing her stomach to #ip. She just
hoped she’d be able to mask the feelings of having him so close
again if she had to work with him for a couple of weeks.
“What have you been up to? I was really busy with papers and
projects the last year. I’m really sorry I haven’t kept in touch as
well as I should have.”

The sincerity in his voice caused her to give him a small
smile. “Well, I’ll start my senior year of college next week, and
I’m working here. Nothing too crazy.”

She waved him into the room and motioned to a seat next
to the one she’d been sitting in. “Sit here. You’ll probably want
to be the one controlling the keyboard and mouse anyway.”

He chuckled and sank into the seat, sending a cloud of his
woodsy cologne her way. She tried not to breathe it in,
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knowing it would only send her back to the nights of tears
after he’d left.

“You look really good,” he said, turning toward her. “Are
you happy?”

She laughed, thinking of the past year. It had taken some
doing, but she was !nally in a good place, working to !nd her
passion in the world.

“I am, for the most part. I wish I could say life changed a
lot with you gone, and in some ways it did. But I’m still pretty
much the same girl you’ve known forever.” She thought about
telling him about her mother’s parole coming up soon, or the
fact that she had no idea what she was going to do after gradu‐
ation, but those were things best shared with someone she
could trust, and at the moment, she wasn’t sure he was one of
them.

“Have you heard from your mom?” he asked, his voice
soft. He’d been there for her, nudging her out of her comfort
zone when she’d gone to live with her aunt and uncle, helping
her realize life could be so much better than it had been living
with her mother and all the ups and downs there.

The way he looked at her now, his lips relaxed and his eyes
soft, made her wish she could go back to before he left. Before
Hannah showed up and he’d dated her, ditching Abby as
politely as possible on occasion. All so she could tell him he
was the person she loved most of all.

She hadn’t known it as deeply back then as she did now.
She’d always admired his adventurous spirit and willingness to
try out new things. But she’d realized too late that she not only
loved him as a best friend, but as someone she could be with
forever.

“Just a few letters I haven’t opened.” It was the truth.
She’d only opened the first one her mother had sent and then
the one with the official seal in the upper corner because
she’d been worried she’d gotten a ticket or something, only to
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find out the parole board was thinking about releasing Gina
Price.

“I was thinking about you yesterday when I looked out at
your uncle’s property. Do you still live there?” His last words
were more hesitant, like he was worried about the answer.

Abby nodded. He’d thought about her? The momentary
elation was crushed by the thought that he’d left with Hannah
and was probably still with her. “Until this weekend when I
move back into the dorms on campus. Ti!any is trying to get
me to move in on Sunday.” She bit her lower lip, mentally
chastising herself for sharing too much with him.

“Are you still studying English?” He focused on pulling
out his laptop while he asked the question, and Abby
wondered when things had become so formal. This small talk
wasn’t something they’d ever had to worry about. A shot of
sadness hit her chest and blossomed. Wasted time was what
they’d always called it.

“Yep. It’s a broad area, but I love reading and it can be used
in so many ways. It was one of the reasons I got this job.”
Abby paused, trying to decide how much to ask him. “How
did everything go with your master’s program? You graduated,
right?”

He bit the side of his lip and nodded. “Yeah. Did you get
the invitation I sent?”

Her stomach twisted, still feeling the guilt of that one. She
hadn’t heard from him in months, and then receiving the invi‐
tation in the mail had felt cold. After all they’d been through, a
simple phone call would have done the trick.

Abby rubbed her upper arm and nodded. “I had to help
serve at one of my aunt’s functions.” It was a half-truth as her
aunt always had something to celebrate, from charity
fundraisers to black-tie galas. Abby was one of her go-to
servers, knowing she wouldn’t say no after all the family had
given her.
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“I get it,” Greyson said, running a hand through his hair.
“I had another job for the summer after graduation, but it
didn’t quite work out, so I’m back.”

The question she wanted to ask burned the inside of her
chest, but she couldn’t ask it—didn’t want to give herself that
small hope that things could ever work out between the two of
them. She decided to steer the conversation in a safer direction.

“Did your parents go down for your graduation? I haven’t
really talked to them since you left.” Mrs. Campbell had never
been a fan of Abby when it came to hanging out with
Greyson, and she’d been over the moon when he started
dating Hannah, the girl who !t into the high-society life much
better than the Harringtons’ niece.

“Yeah, they came down for the day and then headed back
home. Karly had some dance recital.”

Abby had only seen Greyson’s sister, Karly, in passing,
waving to her when pulling out of the driveway or out in the
backyard. The younger girl had spent many years tagging
along on the many adventures Abby and Greyson shared. But
when he left with Hannah, she felt like she’d lost both of her
friends, as Karly’s schedule for school and dance increased.

“I really liked New Jersey. I even thought about staying
after this summer. Things just didn’t work out.” His eyes were
far away, and she wondered if it was because of Hannah or
because of his work. He’d always been great with technology,
and she could imagine that the skills he’d gained from grad
school would only aid him in !nding jobs. The fact that he
was going to work under his father for the largest delivery
service of concessions to all the major ballparks and arenas in
the US signaled that something big had happened. If only the
chasm between them weren’t so big, she’d ask him.

The words sounded more bitter than his normal upbeat
attitude, and Abby reached over, placing her hand over his on
top of the desk. A year hadn’t diminished that shock of elec‐
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tricity, and she had to concentrate on not jerking her hand
away.

“I’m sorry, Greyson. I don’t know what happened, but I
hope your coming back is good for whatever you need.” If
only it was her. She needed to stop moping and realize she
would always be in the friend zone, unable to move up the
ranks when it came to Greyson’s love life.

He turned to look at her, his blue eyes bright, the corners
of his mouth tugging up. “Thanks, Abs. Sorry I didn’t text or
call. It was just—”

“Complicated,” she said, cutting him o!. “Don’t worry; I
get it. A girlfriend is a higher priority than a best friend.” The
words tasted bitter coming out, and she avoided his gaze, not
wanting to see his disappointment or hurt.

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw his shoulders slump,
and he scrubbed his face with his hands. A moment of silence
passed, and Abby wondered if Ti!any stood just outside the
door eavesdropping on the conversation. Greyson’s voice
pulled her back, the richness of it deepening the ache.

“It shouldn’t have been. I should’ve listened to you, and I,
well, I’ve missed you. Hopefully we can "nd a way back to
how things were before I left?”

Abby wasn’t sure that was possible, but her head moved
up and down anyway. “Yeah, de"nitely. Let’s get working on
this app, shall we?” She pulled her papers toward her, hoping
to focus on the screens in front of them. Determined to keep
the tears at bay, she focused on the facts and data of the app,
trying to keep his voice in a business frame of mind rather
than letting it a!ect her. She’d start college on Tuesday and
probably wouldn’t work with him this closely again. She could
survive an hour or two with him. Maybe.
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Chapter Four

reyson and Abby had been working through the
prototype for the app over the past hour, and each
time she brought up a certain idea or creative

suggestion, he couldn’t help but smile. She’d always had opin‐
ions, but it seemed she was more con"dent in them now.
There was something about her that had changed even more
than that, but he couldn’t come up with anything concrete.
Maybe it was just the increase in con"dence?

He’d hated the forced conversation between them, and the
fact that she hadn’t run up to hug him when he’d walked in
sent another stab of guilt to his heart. They’d always been as
close as siblings, even closer than he was with Lance and Karly.
There had to be a way to make it back to how they were
before. But did he want that? It was hard not to compare
everything she did to Hannah. They were so opposite that he
couldn’t help but constantly compare the di#erences.

But for the "rst time, the blueish-green of her eyes and the
few freckles spotting her nose pulled him in, an attraction
settling in his chest.

Abby had always been more quiet but self-assured, not
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deviating from what she believed to be the truth. His mind
!ashed back to that last time they’d spoken in person and how
she’d hinted at the fact that Hannah might not be happy
settling down with a computer nerd. Well, she hadn’t said
nerd, but it ended up being the truth.

And just a few weeks ago, when Greyson’s brother, Lance,
came down with pneumonia, Hannah had jumped at the
chance for Greyson to be named the next CEO of Campbell
Food Services. He’d never had a desire to take over the entire
company, and the fact that she could wish his brother dead so
quickly still shocked him. It was the last thing that showed her
true character to him, and he broke up with her a few days
later.

And here sat Abby, a girl who knew him better than
anyone else, who’d encouraged him to pursue his dreams, and
who he’d hurt more than he’d thought. His apology wasn’t
enough; he could tell it by the way she’d changed the subject
back to the app so quickly. But how to ask forgiveness from
the person he’d hurt more than anyone in his life?

“How’s it going in here?” A woman at the door broke him
away from his thoughts, and he smiled in her direction. “Sorry,
I got delayed with a frustrated client.”

“We’re just "nishing up what we can today, Meg,” Abby
said, tapping the papers on the desk to straighten them. “I
think we’ve got a good start.”

The woman walked forward with her hand extended and
said, “Hi, I’m Meg Austen. I don’t think I’ve met you before.”

Greyson stood and shook her hand. “I’m Greyson Camp‐
bell. Jorge had an emergency and asked me to "ll in.”

“It’s good to have you. Okay, Abby, if you’ll "ll me in on
what you talked about, we’ll keep the ball rolling.” Meg
smiled. “It was good to meet you, Greyson. Anything we can
do to get this app done soon will be worth it.”

“Yeah, of course. I can imagine having an app will open up
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the possibilities of your business quite a bit.” He stu!ed a
hand into his pant pocket, glancing sideways as he saw Abby
sti!en. What had he said to make her do that?

Meg chuckled. “That’s for sure. I feel like the app has been
the constant worry over the past "ve months. It will be nice to
have it "nished. Let me know if you need anything.” She
waved to them and disappeared through the door, leaving
Greyson wondering what to say to Abby.

“We should do something this weekend. Catch up and
stu!.” He dipped his head a bit, hoping she’d say yes.

She frowned, and Greyson’s heart sank. “This weekend
I’ve got to pack up to move into the dorms.”

“Not all of your stu!. Besides, it’s a long weekend. I can
come help you if you want.”

“You want to help me pack up for school? That sounds
like a lame "rst weekend home.” She giggled and shook her
head.

She hadn’t brought up Hannah at all, and from the look
in her eyes, she wanted to. “I think it would be good, like old
times even. Before a girl pulled us apart, anyway.”

Her eyes stared into his, only a #icker of emotion showing
that he was right about her curiosity. “If you’re really that
bored, why not?”

“Okay, I’ll call you tomorrow, if I don’t see you "rst.” He
grinned, and she smiled back, her eyes nearly closing
completely with the action.

With a quick goodbye, Greyson strolled out of the o$ce
and over to the T stop. The fact that she’d agreed to hang out
"lled him with more excitement than he’d felt since he left for
Princeton. But that had to be because he hadn’t seen his best
friend in so long, right?
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Chapter Five

bby, come in for a minute.” Meg’s voice !oated
through the open door as Abby made her way out
of the workroom.

Leaning against the doorframe, Abby directed her atten‐
tion to her boss. Her mind buzzed, trying to sort through the
tangle of feelings after so long with Greyson next to her. She
could still smell the woodsy scent of his cologne.

“Who was that?” Meg gave her a knowing look, and Abby
mentally replayed what she could remember from when her
boss had walked into the room. Abby hadn’t even been
touching Greyson, so she hadn’t acted like the sap she was.

“Greyson Campbell.”
Raising an eyebrow, the corner of Meg’s lips rose in a wry

smile. “I gathered that much. Do you two know each other, I
mean, longer than just this meeting?”

“He’s the guy,” Ti#any said, popping her head over Abby’s
shoulder.

Abby turned, waving her hand in the air to swat her away.
Ti#any was the only human on the planet who knew every‐
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thing about Abby’s feelings for Greyson, and Abby didn’t
want the world hearing about it.

“Yes, he’s a guy. We grew up next door to each other, and
we were really good friends until a year and a half ago.”

Abby could hear Ti!any trying to hold her breath since
she was still standing so close.

“When he decided to date a brat and leave for grad school
with her,” Ti!any "nally exploded.

This time, Abby turned enough to look into her eyes.
“Really? I told you that in con"dence.”

Ti!any’s expression sobered. “I know, Abby, but if there’s
anyone to talk to about matters of the heart, it’s Meg. And she
already picked up on the vibe between the two of you
anyway.”

“Best friend next-door neighbor. It’s like the beginning of
a great love story.” Meg’s voice rose at the end, her smile
growing wider. She leaned forward, her "ngers intertwined.

Abby closed her eyes, wishing this wasn’t happening at all.
“It’s not the beginning; it’s the end. He chose her and left.”
She pressed her lips together, trying to keep the tears from
escaping. It had been so easy to tell herself she was over
Greyson after all the months of no contact, but after seeing
him again, she knew that any wound she’d been able to close
up had now been ripped wide open.

“Is he still dating this br—woman?” Meg asked. As she
moved her hands, the large diamond on her left hand caught
the light, making Abby blink several times.

“He didn’t say he wasn’t, but I didn’t really ask. Let’s be
honest, you two. As much as I’ve dreamed of a romantic
future with Greyson, it’s not going to happen. I’m the
daughter of deadbeat parents, and he’s the son of a billionaire.
His mother might possibly die of embarrassment if we ever
o#cially dated.”

Meg gave her an easy smile. “That’s what we do here,28
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Meg gave her an easy smile. “That’s what we do here,
Abby. We make those kinds of dreams come true.”

Taking a step back, Abby waved her pointer !nger in front
of her. “No, thank you. I’m just here to do a good job so I can
get my own place after graduation. There is no room for
romance in my schedule.”

“Well, when you’re ready, Ti" and I will be here.” Meg
stood and walked around her desk. She wrapped an arm
around Abby’s shoulders and another around Ti"any’s,
pulling them in. “I’m not from high social standing either, but
we love who we love. We’re a family here, and I hope you both
feel that most of all.”

Abby’s breath caught, a mound forming in her throat.
“Thank you,” she said, her voice husky. Wiping at her eyes, she
gently broke away from Meg’s hold and walked to her own
o#ce. With the door closed, she sank down with her back
against it, silent tears streaming down her face.

She wasn’t quite sure what was making her cry, whether it
was seeing Greyson again or Meg’s words about being part of a
family. Maybe it was a combination of the two. Greyson had
been family, always the one listening to her and encouraging
her in the things she wanted to pursue. But he’d changed once
Hannah came into the picture, and that comfortable feeling of
home disappeared, making her feel like a stranger in her
uncle’s home. She and her uncle had always been cordial and
he was paying her college tuition, but a"ection and money
didn’t often provide the same sentiment.

Wiping her tears away, she sat at her desk. It was time to
dig into the box of notes again. The more she could get her
mind o" her feelings, the better.
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Chapter Six

reyson went for a run Friday afternoon, the beauty
of Newton’s tree-lined streets giving him that
feeling of home he’d been lacking over the past

several months. He’d spent the late morning helping his
mother bring in all the bags of things she’d purchased from
her shopping date with Karly. Maria Campbell had always
been sensitive to her middle child. He could talk to her about
almost anything—anything except Abby.

When he recalled Abby from the previous day, the way her
dark brown hair fell over her shoulder as she wrote notes on
the little notepad next to him, he was surprised by her beauty.
He’d always felt connected to her as they’d done practically
everything together for the last decade, but the connection
seemed stronger now, like if he lost her this time, he’d never be
the same.

Just as he wondered about what it would be like to have
Abby as a girlfriend, he pushed the thought away, not wanting
to dwell on it. They were, or had been, best friends, and even if
he liked her, he wasn’t sure she’d ever forgive him for aban‐
doning her.
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He’d been a coward and had put o! telling her he was
leaving for college until the day he left. Even now, he could see
the shock and disappointment on her face as she pasted on a
smile and nodded.

Knowing Abby, if he ever told her he was attracted to her,
she’d probably think he was coming down with some kind of
fever. It could ruin any chance he had of even being her friend.

Shaking o! his thoughts, he sprinted down the street
toward home. Once he made it there, he walked around with
his hands on his hips, trying to cool o! and catch his breath.
No matter how hard he pushed the thoughts away, they
pounded on him. At least her car wasn’t in the drive just yet. If
he had to speak to her now, he wasn’t sure he’d know what
to say.

Footsteps behind him caused him to turn around.
A man was running along the far side of the road and

waved in Greyson’s direction. Greyson didn’t recognize him
but waved back. He bent over and stretched, feeling the pull in
his hamstrings.

“Are you Greyson Campbell?” a voice asked, startling
Greyson.

He looked up, seeing the runner approach. Taking a step
back, he said, “Um, yeah. You are?” It wasn’t often Greyson
was noticed since he wasn’t the public face of his family’s
company. He wasn’t as prepared for recognition as his older
brother and father were.

“Je! Summers. I lived in this neighborhood when I was
younger, before my parents split up?” The guy looked uncom‐
fortable, as though he was rethinking the whole conversation.

It took a minute or two to remember the scrawny kid who
lived near the end of the street, but as Greyson looked closer,
he could see some similarities he remembered.

“Oh, hey, Je!. Yeah, it’s been a while. Did you move away?
What brings you back to Newton?” Greyson crossed one arm
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over his chest, stretching out his shoulder as he pulled it with
his other hand.

Je! held onto the sides of his shirt and swayed back and
forth, working to catch his breath. “Yeah, my mom and I
moved to Maryland, but I’m back living with my dad for a bit.
He o!ered me a job at SP Shoes, so I took him up on it.”

Greyson smiled. “Looks like we’re in the same boat. I start
work with my dad and brother on Tuesday.”

“That’s awesome. Makes me feel better that I’m not the
only one who has to go home to get a job.” Je!’s smile didn’t
stretch as far, his eyes studying Greyson’s face more intently
than he was used to.

Greyson gave a small nod, ready for the conversation to be
over. He hadn’t come home just to get a job from his father.
He’d needed something di!erent than all the memories with
Hannah, and the areas around Princeton reminded him of
that daily. He wasn’t going to be some indentured servant to
his father’s company; he was an independent contractor. He’d
"lled out all the paperwork after his meeting with Abby the
day before.

“Well, I need to get inside, but I’ll see you around the
neighborhood, I guess.” Greyson turned and walked in the
direction of the back door. He raised a hand over his head and
gave a quick wave.

“We should get together sometime. Since I haven’t lived
here in nine years, it would be nice to connect with some
people.” Je!’s raised his voice to carry across the increasing
distance. “Does Abby still live next door?”

Greyson sti!ened at the mention of Abby. Je! was right
between Abby and Greyson age-wise and had done everything
he could to play favorites the two years they were all in the
neighborhood together. “Yeah, but she leaves for college this
weekend.”

Je!’s expression fell for a few seconds before he replaced it
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with the intense gaze and grim smile. “Have you two !nally
de!ned your relationship?”

Taking a moment before answering, Greyson tried to
think back to when they were younger. “I don’t know what
you’re talking about, Je".”

“She’s always liked you, looking at you with those large
puppy-dog eyes. I just wondered if you weren’t going to go
after her if I’d have a chance.”

Je"’s smirk caused frustration to surge in Greyson’s
throat, the bitterness of it causing him to scowl. He hoped she
wouldn’t choose someone like him.

Taking a breath, Greyson willed the jealousy away. “Abby
can make up her own mind. It’s already been a long day, and I
have stu" I need to get to.”

“No problem. I’ll hit you up later about doing something
in the next week.”

Greyson stepped inside the large garage, grateful to be
away from the guy. Hanging out wasn’t something he’d initi‐
ate, but as the son of a multi-billionaire, he’d had to learn how
to navigate his share of irritating people without being
outright rude. And he’d wanted to be rude just then, wanted
to punch the arrogant smirk o" the guy’s face for his attitude
and his curiosity about Abby. It’s what he should do as a best
friend, right?

He opened his phone and sent a text to Abby, wondering
what she was up to. Two years ago, he could have called and
laughed with her about the whole encounter. But there was a
wall between them now, one he needed to break down soon or
else they’d never get back to where they’d been before.

Hey. What are you doing tonight?
It was almost seven, so she was probably home from work.

At least, he hoped she would be. He ran up and took a shower,
checking his phone the minute he got out. Still nothing.

He dressed in a pair of jeans and a polo, refusing to don
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the traditional Campbell attire of a suit nearly every second of
the day. He stared out the window of his bedroom that faced
into the backyard and straight at the tree line.

The trees reminded him of their old playhouse. He took
the stairs a few at a time, jogging through the kitchen toward
the large French doors that led out back.

“Greyson, where are you going?” his mother asked, spot‐
ting him as she came in from the garage.

“Just wanted to check something. I’ll be back in a bit.” He
disappeared through the French door before she could make a
fuss about it, lengthening his strides across the back lawn.

His parents’ property was like a large box, including
several acres of manicured lawns and "ower gardens. In the
back corner sat a small putting green and a pool. The pool
house took up a large section in the other direction. But
beyond those was a tree border that blocked o# the horse
pasture behind it, all part of the Campbell property. His
mother didn’t want guests to look out on nothing but dirt and
manure.

He entered the line of trees and turned right without paus‐
ing. The path was overgrown, with several branches stretched
over where he’d walked almost every day throughout his child‐
hood and teen years. He bent several branches away so they
wouldn’t smack him in the face as he picked his way through.

In another minute he stood in front of the haphazard
playhouse he and Abby had constructed over the years using
stray boards they’d found when neighboring houses remod‐
eled. His family had the money to build a nice one, but there
was something about them doing it themselves that had made
it even more special to them.

He peeked inside, but nothing stirred. It looked like
several cobwebs had taken over the inside. The thought hit too
close to home as he thought of his current relationship with
Abby.

34



AU S T E N, E D IT E D

He’d been so sure she’d be out here that the creak of some‐
thing on the other side caused him to jump. He took the two
steps to the edge of the tree and saw her sitting in a red
camping chair, her leg slung over one of the arms while her
upper body slumped to the side. She held a book in her hands,
of course. The whole sight brought back so many memories,
of all those fun times when she would tell him about the
stories she’d read, her excitement "lling him.

“I knew I’d "nd you here,” he said.
She must not have heard him coming because she jumped,

the chair’s instability causing her to topple to the side.
“Whoa!” Even before she hit the ground, he could hear her

laughing.
He leaned over and lifted her by the arm, helping to right

the chair as well. “Always lost in a book. What are you reading
this time?”

Her cheeks turned red even in the dim light of the shade of
the trees. “It might be a romance novel. Nothing you’d be
interested in for sure.” She gave him a side-glance, a smirk on
her lips.

“Romance, huh? Are you no longer the fantasy queen?”
He sat down, leaning his back against the trunk of the tree
with his knees bent. He draped his arms over them, looking up
at her and waiting.

“I’ve always read just about anything but horror, and now
is no exception.” She paused, tilting her chin up a little. “I have
a couple new paranormal romance books in my room, along
with some straight fantasy. Gotta have them all.”

Greyson chuckled, shaking his head. “I don’t think I’ve
picked up a book that wasn’t mandatory reading since I left
Boston for school.”

Abby’s mouth dropped, and she exaggerated the blinks of
her eyes as if she couldn’t believe it. “Are you serious right
now? How do you survive without stories? If you checked my
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online TrueReads pro!le, I’ve probably read eighty-!ve books
since the beginning of this year.”

“And how many have you read for class, Miss English
Major?”

She tried to hide a smile by twisting her lips to the side,
but it didn’t last. “Okay, maybe twenty of those were for my
classes. But other than that, the rest are all ones I chose to
read.”

“So I take it you haven’t seen any new movies lately. We
should go see one tonight.” He picked up a fallen leaf and
twirled it in his !ngers. He was supposed to be distancing
himself from girls, but spending time with Abby was di"erent.
But surely they could do something more than just sit out here
in their old hideout on a Friday night. The urge to go out with
her was stronger than it had ever been.

He looked up, and seeing the straight line of her lips set his
brain o", wondering what she could be thinking.

She !nally shook her head and in a soft voice said, “I don’t
feel like going to the movies.” If he hadn’t been listening, he
wouldn’t have caught the last two words she said in a near-
silent whisper. “With you.”

He should have thought of it before, should have remem‐
bered what had happened the last time they’d gone to a movie
together. Hannah had just started hanging out with them and
had invited herself along, dumping a large soda on Abby as she
tried to scoot by to sit next to Greyson on the other side.

“I’m not going to dump Coke all over you. Let’s go. It will
be fun.”

“That’s not what I’m afraid of.” She turned her eyes back
to her book, almost pretending he wasn’t there. Her pointer
!nger traced her lips, a continuing circle as her eyes moved
along the page.

“Then what is it? Why don’t you want to go to the movies
with me?”
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She shook her head. “It’s Friday night. I don’t feel like
moving in a mass of people downtown to get there.”

“Okay, then we can go get some food somewhere, or even
have something delivered.” He reached over and shook the leg
of her chair, jostling her a bit.

She dropped her book into her lap with a groan. “You’re
such a pest.”

Greyson grinned. “Then I’m doing my job.”
Her blue-green eyes locked onto his, and for a few heart‐

beats, Greyson found it hard to breathe, the air not quite
entering his lungs. She was so di"erent than Hannah, but he
felt drawn to her, to her beauty that had developed even more
since he’d been gone. He’d always found her cute, but it wasn’t
until now that his feelings stood at the boundary between
friend and crush.

“Fine. Let’s get some food and watch something here. But
I want to be in bed early.” She pointed at him, her eyebrow
raised in a challenge.

“Turning into an old lady already?” he joked, pushing o"
the ground to stand up. He reached forward, waiting for her
to take his hand.

“No, it’s just been a long week, and this girl needs a little
peace before moving into my dorm and the rush of classes
begins.” Her gaze #icked to his hand, a split-second hesitation
causing a shred of doubt that he could repair the damage
done. She $nally took it, and the softness of her skin against
his felt right somehow.

He could understand her need to recharge, but he
wondered if there was something else underlying her reluc‐
tance to go into the city. He’d just have to work with what
little she gave him to make it back into her life.
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Chapter Seven

reyson’s visit to their spot !lled Abby with both
happiness and irritation. Other than right before he
left for Princeton, the last time he’d come there had

been just after he and Hannah had started dating. He’d come
to invite her to be the third wheel to a movie downtown. And
then Hannah had spilled an entire cup of sticky soda all over
her. She’d shivered through the movie between the cold of the
liquid and the air conditioner blowing overhead. It didn’t help
that Hannah did nothing to help her clean up either.

And then he’d never come back after Abby overheard the
girl saying how childish it was to have a secret hideout over the
age of twelve. Abby had refused to go inside the playhouse
since they’d started dating, knowing the crushing memories
would only make things worse. But there was still something
relaxing about the line of trees blocking out all problems in
her life for an hour or two once in a while.

Sure, it might be a little weird, but when the real house she
lived in couldn’t be considered a home because she was a
guest, more like a servant, the hideout was her best option for
relaxing after a long day.
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She stood and folded up her chair, carrying it through her
uncle’s bushes that blocked the trees on the other side. “What
are we watching?”

Greyson fell into step next to her and shrugged, his hands
in his pants pockets. He was so carefree when he did that, as if
he had nothing pulling him back from what he wanted in life.
It only took one glance up to her uncle’s home to know that
wasn’t even a possibility for her. She’d have to scrimp and save,
eventually !guring out what she wanted to do with her life.

She admired the bright green polo Greyson wore, but as
her eyes moved down his arms, the cut of it showed o" his
large biceps. He’d always paid attention to his !tness routine,
but now it seemed as though he’d upped his weightlifting
game, which did not hurt his physique.

Trying to get rid of those thoughts, she shifted her gaze to
the large deck in front of her. She waited for his response, her
cheeks burning. Why couldn’t she just go back to hating him?

“I’m game for anything. We could just rent something
through the TV. The real question is, what do you want to
eat?”

“Chinese sounds really good right now.” She’d had pasta
with the Harringtons the night before, and her favorite
Chinese restaurant had been closed for renovations until a few
days ago.

“My house or yours?” Greyson turned his head just
enough to look at her, a smile playing on his lips.

Abby glanced toward her uncle’s home, several windows
illuminated against the darkening night. “Yours. Let me
change, and I’ll come over.”

“Just come around back. I’ll leave the door open.”
Greyson waved as he cut through the hedge that divided the
property between the houses. She didn’t realize she’d stopped
to watch him walk away, a slight anxiety !lling her as she
remembered the last time something similar had happened.
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But this time, if he did walk away, she wouldn’t let it break
her like before.

She hurried up the back steps and over the large patio.
Walking through the kitchen, she slowed her pace as she
walked past the large living room, hoping her cousins
wouldn’t notice she was there.

“Abby, it’s been a while,” Stacy said, turning her head
against the back of the couch to peer over it. She held up her
hand, !ipping channels on the massive television in front of
her. “What’s new?”

After a quick breath, Abby pasted on a smile. “Not a
whole lot. Just enjoying one more weekend before school
starts up. When do you and Gwen go back to college?”

“I’m not!” Stacy squealed. She turned around and held
out her hand, displaying a large square-cut diamond ring
dwar"ng her "nger.

“You’re engaged?” Abby said through clenched teeth.
“That was kind of fast. What’s his name again?” Stacy had a
habit of dating just about every guy in Boston who was will‐
ing. The fact that she !aunted her father’s business probably
helped too. As the owner of City Athletics, the sporting goods
company, many guys were lured in with the promise of some
of the top athletic gear. That usually wasn’t enough to hold
their attention, though, as Stacy was more clingy than a sticker
to cotton fabric.

“We’re getting married in December. I’ve always wanted a
wedding at Christmas.” She beamed, and Abby’s eyes shifted
in Gwen’s direction, Stacy’s younger sister by a year. Gwen
just shook her head.

Nodding, Abby said, “Congrats. I’ll see you later.”
Running up the stairs, she was able to avoid any more

conversation from her cousins. After almost twelve years
living under that roof, she’d come to realize that the more
she kept herself hidden, the less trouble or discomfort she’d
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have to go through. Her aunt and uncle paid for just about
everything when it came to their daughters’ whims, but
when Abby asked for anything, it was scrutinized almost to
the point that she did everything she could to pay for it
herself.

She was just grateful they’d agreed to pay for college,
although the high tuition without a real direction on where to
work after graduation made her do whatever she could to
appease them without giving up her principles.

Opening her closet, Abby tried to decide what to wear.
Did she want to look nice even though they were just
watching a movie in the Campbell home theater? Or did she
just go with her style from forever and dress comfortably?

She opted for a !ve-minute makeover and applied mascara
and blush. She ran the straightener through her hair and
added some simple pearl earrings. With a "owy top and some
comfy but nice stretchy jeans, she was satis!ed she looked fresh
and clean but not like she was trying too hard.

Instead of chancing another conversation by walking past
her cousins again, Abby went down the back stairs and out the
door, ducking through the same bushes Greyson had passed
through several minutes before. With her favorite minky
blanket in tow, she jogged over to the back door they always
used.

The Campbell home was at least three times the size of her
uncle’s, packing in a home theater, indoor sports court, and a
large kitchen with a personal chef that felt more like a restau‐
rant. Strangely, it felt homier than next door, at least until
Maria Campbell appeared.

Ducking into the theater, the smell of popcorn made her
smile. Greyson loved popcorn as much as she did, and with
their popcorn machine, he would melt extra butter to put on
top of it.

“You made it,” he said through a handful of popcorn. He
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was already sitting in the second row of recliners and patted
the seat next to him with his free hand. “We’re ready to go.”

Abby raised an eyebrow as she sank into the soft seat,
trying not to let the feelings she’d kept locked up for so long
simmer to the surface. “You already picked the movie?”

“Maybe. I was thinking we should watch a romantic
comedy.”

She turned to look at him, giving him an exaggerated
expression of shock, her eyes wide. “Who are you, and what
have you done with Greyson Campbell?”

He chuckled a bit, and as much as she tried to steel herself
against the feeling, she’d missed him. If only she could develop
amnesia about the past year and a half, her life would be near
perfect when it came to him.

“Well, you were reading a romance, and I !gured I’d give
you a rest from action and adventure movies since I’m sure
you get plenty of those with your cousins.” He smirked,
revealing his sarcasm.

“Oh yeah, explosions happen almost daily in that house,
lots of screaming. I pretty much live an action movie these
days.” Abby laughed and reached over his shoulder to grab a
few kernels of popcorn.

He placed a hand over his chest. “We should both be
grateful you were even able to make it tonight.”

Abby tossed her hair back and laughed, loosening some of
the tension in her stomach. She sank back against the recliner,
chewing on the popcorn. With a quick glance down, she real‐
ized Greyson’s leg was next to her, and it felt more intimate
than before. For a moment, she could believe this was how
things had always been—if only Greyson hadn’t been swayed
by Hannah Stark.

She spread the large blanket over her legs and tucked it
under her chin, feeling a chill from the air conditioner that
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suddenly kicked on. Fall was coming, but the weather outside
was still so hot.

Greyson reached over and tugged on the edge of her blan‐
ket. “What? You’re not going to share?”

Abby turned, extracting one hand to point to the large
cubby full of blankets against the wall. “Don’t you have plenty
of options?”

He gave her an exaggerated frown. “Wow, I see how it is. I
leave for a year and lose all comfy blanket privileges.”

“Pretty much. This blanket doesn’t even know you
anymore.” She tried to keep a somber face, but a smile broke
through.

“I gave you that blanket,” Greyson said, tugging a little
harder to cover his legs. He gave her his pouty face, the one
that had helped her feel better all those years ago when she’d
"rst come to live in Newton. He’d done everything he could to
get her to smile, and that expression was the one that broke
through her wall.

Abby debated whether or not to snuggle up to him, but
even though they had broken through the awkward conversa‐
tion from the day before and were teasing one another, she
wasn’t sure if they were quite to that point yet, especially if he
was still with Hannah.

The movie started, the main characters meeting after
bumping into one another on the street. “De"nitely cliché,”
Abby said, throwing more popcorn into her mouth.

Greyson nodded like he was an expert with this kind of
movie. “De"nitely.”

Abby’s cheeks hurt from all the smiling she’d done since
she’d arrived. Glancing to her left at Greyson’s pro"le in the
dim light from the #ashing movie screen, she knew she was in
trouble. Her brain had a warning sensor going o$, bright red
lights and buzzing sound. She’d gone beyond just best friend,
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but there was no going back to what they had before all the
crazy of the Hannah drama.

“Greyson? Greyson?”
Abby sti!ened as she heard the voice of his mother coming

down the stairs to the theater room. If only she had some‐
where to hide. She tried to shift away, hoping some space in
between the two of them would spare her a death glare from
Maria.

“In here, Mom.” Greyson paused the movie and #icked a
switch on the controller to turn the lights brighter.

Maria walked around the corner, looking like she’d just
walked out of a magazine, her gold jewelry clanking as she
reached up to pull a section of hair out of her eyes. The
moment she saw Abby, she sti!ened, a tight smile pulling
down the corners of her eyes.

“Abby. What a surprise. I don’t think I’ve talked to you
since Greyson left with Hannah. How are you?” From anyone
else, it would have sounded like she was trying to be kind, but
there was a slight bite to her words that let Abby know exactly
how she felt about her.

“I’m doing well, Mrs. Campbell. Thank you,” Abby said,
nodding. She wasn’t in the mood to play the game of trying to
win her over tonight.

Maria nodded. “It’s Maria, of course.” She pursed her lips
before turning her attention to Greyson. “Greyson, dear, have
you heard from Hannah today? She called me saying you
haven’t been returning her messages. I just wanted to check in
and let you know you should probably call her as soon as
possible.”

“She can keep calling for all I care.” The bitterness in his
voice caused Abby to turn her head, surprised at the tone. The
happy-go-lucky side of him had all but disappeared, causing
her curiosity to grow even more.

“That is not how we treat people, son. Promise me you’ll
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talk to her later?” Maria’s hand rested on her hip, and she kept
blinking, her extra-long lashes brushing the long bangs of her
current hairstyle.

He waved a hand, turning his attention back to the screen.
“Sure, whatever.”

With a satis!ed nod, Maria smiled and turned to leave.
“Don’t be up too late. We have a lot to do tomorrow.”

Abby hadn’t realized that she’d been holding her breath
through most of the conversation, and she let it out in a big
rush.

“Sorry about her. She’s been grumpy ever since she heard
our yard didn’t win best in the neighborhood or whatever.”
Greyson didn’t make eye contact with Abby, and she caught
the bright red of his ears—his usual tell that he was embar‐
rassed—before he turned the lights back down.

With the room now dark, Abby sat up straight, pulling a
section of her hair over her shoulder and using her !ngers to
play with it. She wasn’t sure if it was the darkness that made
her brave or the fact that she’d just survived another encounter
with Maria Campbell.

“So, you and Hannah are over, huh?” As much as she tried
to keep her voice neutral, a hint of betrayal seeped into it. She
turned to stare at him, waiting for his response.

“We are on my end. There are just some things that
shouldn’t be broken in a relationship, and one of those is
trust.”

“But she’s still calling you.” It was a statement, and Abby
already knew the answer. Hannah was the most persistent
person she’d ever met, and what she wanted, she usually got.
So while Abby had fantasized about having a relationship with
Greyson, even within the last few minutes, her hopes had just
been shot down because, eventually, he would go back to her.

Greyson closed his eyes for a moment and took in a deep
breath. “Not by my choice, Abby.” His words weren’t stern or
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angry, but the feel of them ringing in her head caused her to
sti!en.

The movie started playing again, but Abby couldn’t focus
on the plot. All she could picture was Hannah coming back
with her innocent expression, swaying Greyson in some
deranged extended version of Groundhog Day.

“I’ve got to run home. I forgot about all the stu! I have to
get done before my aunt’s garden party tomorrow.” Abby
slipped her feet back into her "ip-"ops and grabbed the
blanket in a big mound without folding it. “I’ll, uh, see you
later.”

She felt a hand on her wrist and turned to see him staring
at her, his eyes pleading.

“Please, Abs. I know you aren’t a fan of her, and to be
honest, neither am I anymore. Don’t go. I need you in my
life.”

She hovered over the seat for a few more seconds before
sitting down again. How could she not stay when he asked like
that? Greyson had never openly lied to her about anything,
and if things were over between Hannah and him, she would
believe him. But after tonight, she’d need to keep her distance
in case Hannah got her way.
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Chapter Eight

reyson waited to hear back from Abby on Sunday
afternoon. If only his mother hadn’t speci!cally
mentioned Hannah with Abby sitting next to him.

He’d gone over the entire evening dozens of times, the playful
banter they’d always shared to the awkward silence of
watching the movie. Abby had made sure to sit at least six
inches away from him at all times from the moment he’d asked
her to stay and left right away after the movie was over, saying
she needed to be ready for the party the next day.

And now here he was, waiting for her to answer him. She’d
served at her aunt’s garden party the day before and hadn’t
had time to talk. The more he thought about it, he wished the
Harringtons could see she was more than just a person they
could use as their personal servant. But he hadn’t treated her
much better when he’d headed o" to Princeton.

He grabbed a basketball from the garage bins and headed
out to shoot. His mother hadn’t wanted a basketball hoop in
her perfect layout of a home and landscape, but his father had
lobbied for the boys, knowing it was something he himself
used to do to wind down after a long day of work. They’d
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decided to put it on the side of the house nearest the
Harrington home, and it was this that allowed him to watch
the house and see if Abby would ever emerge.

He’d played for over !fteen minutes and was starting to
tire of waiting when the garage door opened. After another
shot, he ran to retrieve the ball, which had bounced out of the
net and spun the other direction into the backyard. By the
time he got it and came back, he saw the trunk to Abby’s small
car open, but no one was outside.

He pretended to shoot another shot when he saw move‐
ment out of the corner of his eye. Setting the ball against his
hip, he walked over.

“Hey. Are you moving today?”
Abby jumped, looking up at him with wide eyes. “You

scared me!” She took a few deep breaths and then said, “Yeah,
Ti#any has been bugging me all day to move in. Then I can
have some time tomorrow to hang out before classes o$cially
begin.”

Greyson tossed the ball on the grass and pushed one of the
boxes already in the trunk to the side so Abby could place the
box she was holding inside.

“Thanks,” she said, breaking her gaze away from him
sooner than usual. Was she worried about something?

“Let me help you with the rest.” He followed her back
into the house, the smell of apples and cinnamon churning up
even more memories of the past.

“You really don’t have to help. It’s not much.” Abby
trotted up the steps with Greyson close behind.

She was so stubborn sometimes, but he kind of liked that
about her. “It’s not a big deal. I don’t have anything going on
right now anyway. I’d love to help.” His words must have
sparked some feeling inside her because she stared at him with
a wary eye, !nally nodding several seconds later.

It had been what seemed like a lifetime since he’d been up
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there. Her room was basically an attic/bonus room that the
Harringtons had never fully used. In one section to the left,
Abby had hung a large sheet, which he knew hid all the
surplus junk that didn’t !t into any of the dozens of closets
throughout the home.

“It’s been ages since I’ve been up here. You still have that
boy band poster up?” He laughed, pointing to the poster over
her headboard. The one he’d teased her about from the
moment she’d hung it on the wall. The way she’d fantasized
about the lead band member back then suddenly !lled him
with a jealousy he hadn’t anticipated. What would it be like to
be in a relationship with Abby?

Stepping on the brakes, he shook his head and focused on
the present.

She shrugged, the corner of her mouth pulling up a bit.
“What can I say? I’m a fan for life.”

Greyson chuckled and shook his head. “I still can’t under‐
stand what you like about Cold Star. Their lyrics are like
wannabe country/rap/pop.”

“I don’t think that’s even possible,” Abby said, grinning
at him.

The space was small, but when it came to Abby, every‐
thing had its place. Her bed even looked like a maid had come
in and professionally made it, even though he knew that
wasn’t the case. The maid only worked on the other two #oors
of the home.

It only took them two more trips to get everything to
her car. When they’d stuffed the trunk and backseat full,
Greyson stood back, not excited that she was leaving already.
They still had a day and a half before school started only ten
minutes away from the house. He wanted to spend more
time with her, hoping to smooth over whatever she’d felt
from the other night after the conversation with his mother.
And needing to feel like they were making progress in
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getting back to where their relationship had been before he’d
left.

“Did you get a parking pass this year?” he asked, leaning
against the car.

She shook her head. “No, I was just going to unload every‐
thing and then park it overnight. Ti"any said she’d follow me
back in the morning to take me back to campus.”

“Why don’t I just drive you? I can bring the car back, and
you won’t have the hassle or worry of getting a ticket or, worse,
towed.” His hand had been waving in the air, emphasizing most
of his words, and he dropped it to his side, feeling awkward.

With a shrug, she said, “Okay. If you don’t mind. I don’t
want to take you from anything.”

“Abigail Price,” he said with some force. “It’s me, Greyson.
Doing this is just a given.” Although there were several
moments in their past when it de#nitely hadn’t been, regard‐
less, he pushed those thoughts aside and opened the passenger
door, folding himself into the front seat.

She slid into the driver’s seat and started the car, causing a
squeal from one of the belts in the engine.

“You need to get that #xed.”
“I know,” she said, a touch of irritation in her voice. “I’ve

been trying to save for textbooks and food this semester. I’ll #x
it during Christmas break.” Her focus was on the road ahead,
and with the way she bit her lower lip, he knew she was
worried about something.

He reached over and covered her hand on the shifter,
giving her a quick squeeze to comfort her. What he really
wanted to do was yell about how unfairly Abby’s aunt and
uncle treated her, his blood already simmering even as his
pulse leaped from touching her.

He remembered back when she #rst got accepted into a
few colleges that they’d o"ered to pay for her tuition and
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room, something Abby had fretted over for weeks beforehand.
As excited as she’d been, she still realized there were a lot of
other expenses she’d have to pay for. Greyson felt bad that he
didn’t understand it all completely.

His father had paid for every cent of both college and grad
school, and he often forgot how grateful he should be that he
didn’t have to jump through hoops to get things that were
hard for others.

“Where are you living this year?” he asked, breaking the
silence.

“Gabelli. Ti!any and I entered the lottery and made it in
there with two other gals from Ti!any’s psychology program.
It’s clean and has a nice kitchen so we can cook meals. I’m
pretty excited about it.” For the "rst time since he’d seen her
that day, her shoulders relaxed and her bright teeth shone
against her olive skin. Abby had always tanned well, whereas
he just burned.

They chatted about a few things before she pulled up
along the curb of Gabelli Hall. The Commonwealth Avenue
tra#c was heavy today, and they were lucky to "nd a parking
spot that close.

“Oh man! It’s been a while since I’ve been back.” He’d
graduated from Boston College when Abby was "nishing her
sophomore year and then went right into his master’s,
knowing he wanted to get the schooling over with while he
was still in that frame of mind. It wasn’t always common for
guys in IT to do, but at the time, he’d been falling for Hannah
during his senior year, so it worked out since she also went to
Princeton for her undergrad degree.

“Not much has changed, I bet. Maybe a new building here
and there.” Abby smiled at him, that reserved expression she
revealed when she was trying to decide on a situation. She
popped the trunk and pulled out a couple of boxes, stacking
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them on top of each other. She lifted them in his direction.
“Here you go.”

Greyson took them from her and waited for her to lead
out, carrying a large laundry basket. She pulled out a card,
swiping it through the card reader and opened the outside
door. They stepped onto the elevator, and she pressed four.

The silence pressed down on them, and Greyson tried to
think of something else to say. All the progress they’d made
over the past few days seemed to go back to the way it’d been
at the meeting on Thursday.

“What classes are you taking this semester?”
“I’m taking a young adult literature class, and then there’s

one where we study fairy tales and watch Disney movies to
analyze them.” She smiled wide, biting her lip once she was
done talking.

Greyson raised an eyebrow. “Those are real classes?” When
she nodded, he shook his head. “You English majors. Life must
be tough.”

She sco!ed. “You IT people don’t understand. Last
semester, I had to write four eight-page papers almost every
week because of my classes. I even had to write one for poetry.
I’d love to see you try to take twelve lines and stretch them into
eight pages.”

“Touché. I would probably die.” Greyson chuckled, and
the elevator doors swung open on the fourth "oor.

There were glimmers of hope, but could he and Abby
push past all this and be themselves again? If he could, he’d go
back in time and do things di!erently, or at least make sure he
talked to her more about his decisions. Hannah had blinded
him there for a minute, and he wished he’d seen what he was
doing to Abby that made her so gun-shy around him now.

Abby paused for a moment, studying the sign in front of
them. Turning to her right, she said, “It looks like we’re this
way.”
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She punched in the code for the keypad on the door and
held it open wide enough for him to enter.

“You made it!” Ti!any said, striding toward them in the
entryway. She took the top box from Greyson, her smile disap‐
pearing when Abby was behind her. “Hello again. I didn’t
expect you to bring him, Abby.”

“He’s just my friendly neighbor,” Abby said, shaking her
head. The dismissal in her voice sent a strange sensation
through him.

“And best friend,” he argued, following the two girls into
the bedroom at the end of the hall. Inside were two twin beds
along with identical desks and a standard closet. The section
of the room that had already been decorated looked like an
explosion of pink and purple had been thrown in.

Abby set her box on the unmade bed and turned toward
him. “That’s still up for debate.” She #ashed him a quick
smile, but it seemed more forced, and he realized he was going
to have to work a lot harder to get her to forgive him.

“Come on, Abs,” he said, grateful when Ti!any stepped
into the bathroom for a moment. He walked over and took
her hands in his, his gaze locked on hers. “I’m really, really
sorry about all that happened when I left. If I could change it,
I would.”

Abby studied his face, her jaw set in de$ance. “I wish you
could change it too,” she said, sadness in her tone. She turned
and walked out the bedroom door where Ti!any met her and
they started chatting about things he didn’t really care about.

They all wandered back out to the car, and Greyson
wished Ti!any would go away for a few more minutes so he
could talk to Abby more and make her understand he was
sorry, to have a better conversation to get an idea what all had
hurt her. He’d tried to before, but he hadn’t realized how
deeply she’d been hurt by him leaving. He was an idiot.

Once they $nally unloaded the car, Abby walked with him
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out to the street where she handed him her keys. “Be careful
with her. I don’t want to hear about any accidents.”

Greyson grabbed the keys from her, their !ngers grazing in
the process. It was the same sensation he’d felt when he’d put
his hand over hers on the stick shift and sitting next to her
during the movie, a spark of electricity and a jump of his
insides.

He took that chance to grab her wrist softly, holding her in
place. “Hey, I know things have been kind of weird between
the two of us, and I hate it. I messed up royally before I left,
and I’m more sorry than you know. Do you think you can ever
forgive me?”

Abby stared into his eyes for longer than was comfortable,
but at last she broke eye contact and glanced down, using her
foot to play with a rock. “I forgive you, but I can’t just forget
everything that happened with a snap of the !ngers. I just wish
you hadn’t cast me to the side the minute Hannah told
you to.”

Running a hand through his hair and placing the other on
his belt, he gazed back at her, taking in her full lips and the
curve of her neck with her hair up in a ponytail. “Again, that’s
something I feel horrible about, but I hope you’ll give me a
chance to prove I’m still the same Greyson. I just got
distracted for a bit.”

She took in a deep breath before letting it out slowly. He’d
forgotten how she was the master at thinking things through.

“I think that can be arranged. I’ve got to get unpacking,
but I’ll probably see you this week at work, right? You might
want to get those designs all done so we can show Meg.” She
hesitated before stepping forward and wrapping her arms
around him. His nerves all !red at once, the sensation and
explosion spreading throughout the rest of his body.

“Um, yeah. This week.” He couldn’t think of anything to
say, trying to soak in the embrace. It was the !rst time she’d
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full-on hugged him since he’d been back, and he tightened his
hold of her, not wanting to let her go. The hug lasted longer
than he’d thought it would, and he wondered if she was feeling
the same way.

She pulled away a few inches, tilting her head back enough
to look up at him. Her lips formed a small smile, and Greyson
stared at them, feeling the pull to lean forward and touch his
own to them. For a moment, he was ready, and then she broke
the trance between them.

“Thanks again for helping me move. I’ll see you.” She
waved to him before disappearing inside the building.

Greyson stumbled on his way to the car. Abby had always
been intelligent and honest to a fault. But was there any way
she didn’t feel that spark he’d just felt? Had she thought about
kissing him too?

He turned the car on and checked his blind spot before
making a quick U-turn to head back toward Newton.

He was starting to fall for his best friend, but did she feel
the same?
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Chapter Nine

e helped you move in. That’s got to mean
something,” Ti!any stated, sitting on her pink
checked bedspread.

Abby pulled open one of the boxes, setting out the little
trinkets on her desk. “I doubt it means anything. He’s just a
guy who will probably be dating Hannah again in a week, two
weeks max. And let’s be honest, what do I have to o!er the son
of a billionaire? I mean, if I lived a hundred years ago, I would
probably be a servant in his family’s home, not hoping for a
chance to date him.”

Ti!any shifted, lying on her stomach with her arms
around a scrunched pillow. “But have you actually given him
that chance? It seems like every time he’s tried to invite you to
something or talk to you, you’ve been distant.” She moved her
hands out and held them in front of her as Abby opened her
mouth to refute it. “I know. Before you jump all over me, I
remember every little detail you’ve told me about him. But
maybe without Miss Prickly Pants around, he might just be
the same old Greyson you grew up with.”

Abby sank onto the mattress of her unmade bed. “I
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thought you were against Team Greyson.” Ti!any’s shift in
mood toward him had caused Abby’s brain to go speeding
through every encounter she’d had with Greyson since he’d
shown up.

“I was, but the guy is trying. You’ll have to give him some
credit for that.” Ti!any raised an eyebrow and folded her
arms, the sign that she was serious.

“But can I get over the chance that Hannah could come
back into his life? I mean, you remember when he left the "rst
time. I don’t want to relive that.”

Ti!any twisted her lips to the side, her eyes taking on that
puppy-dog quality of sympathy. “I think if you really care
about him, you’ll give him a chance. It won’t be perfect from
the beginning, but it might help you.”

“In what way?” Irritation #owed through Abby’s chest as
she tried to understand what her roommate meant.

“Well, if he’s really single, you can tell him how you feel,
whatever that is.” Her smile lessened as she continued, “Or
you’ll be able to get over him and move on.”

Throwing herself back on the bed, Abby hit her head
against the wall, causing a strange sensation to vibrate down
her spine. “Ow!” she said, grabbing the top of her head. A few
seconds passed, and the pain eased, allowing her to take a deep
breath. She lowered her head, hoping it would make her deter‐
mined expression convince Ti!any of her next words.

“I’ve been over him for at least a year.”
“That’s not what I see when you two are together. But I

don’t think he’s immune to you either. Maybe you need to
just have a makeout session to help you get there.” Ti!any
laughed and curled up in a ball, holding her hands out as she
awaited the stu!ed bear Abby threw at her.

Abby shook her head. “Yeah, that’s the last thing I need to
do right now. Because if I kiss him, there’s no going back.
Ever.” She’d imagined kissing Greyson hundreds of times, but

57



B R IT N EY  M . M I LL S

lately, those daydreams were clouded by Hannah interrupting
them and taking him away.

“Well, then talk to the guy. It will be better than worrying
about something that might not even happen, like his ex-girl‐
friend making an appearance.” She stood and walked to the
door. “I need water. Do you want me to bring you back one?”

“No, I’m good.” Abby stood, pulling things out of the
cardboard boxes she’d saved from the kitchen over the past
month. She wasn’t quite ready to jump back into a regular
friendship with Greyson yet, let alone a romantic relationship.
The chances of getting hurt were too high. The best thing she
could do was work with him on the app and focus on school
and what she would do in the future. Because those were
things she could actually control. Greyson wasn’t.
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Chapter Ten

reyson made the short drive back to the
Harringtons, parking in Abby’s usual spot. He
thought about giving the keys to someone in the

house, but he could imagine they’d hide them for entertain‐
ment, so he put them on top of his dresser and spent the rest
of the evening in the theater room bingeing movies. He hadn’t
had much time to watch anything while at school, and
Hannah had never wanted to watch anything but chick "icks.

And yet watching one with Abby had felt di#erent,
comfortable.

It didn’t matter how amazing it would be to imagine
himself as one of the characters of the shows he watched, he
still felt unsettled by something. He pulled out his phone,
hesitating as he opened a text to Abby.

All unpacked?
Her response came a minute later, allowing a burst of

adrenaline to pump through him.
Just about. That’s the benefit of not having a whole lot.
He grinned, his thumbs punching out his response. That’s

true. I think your cousins beat you in that regard.
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yes, they usually hire someone to pack up their things for
school.

It probably wasn’t too far o!, as the two Harrington girls
were over the top when it came to clothes and accessories. He
was just glad they’d never had any interest in him. Trying to
avoid them next door would have been rough after they’d been
rejected. The two girls got everything they wanted, and it
showed.

Let’s do something tomorrow. He waited before pressing
send, trying to decide if she would be up for that. He’d just
have to make sure they went outside the house so they didn’t
have another encounter with his mother. He loved his mom,
but she tended to make things di"cult when Abby was
around.

He #nally pressed send, hoping she wouldn’t freak out
about it. What could they do that would be like old times?

I wish I could, but Tiffany needs my help with some things.
Raincheck for next week?

He was bummed, but at least he’d have time to come up
with something fun to do.

The next morning, he woke up early to go for a run,
hoping that would settle him since he’d been unable to sleep
well the night before. He wasn’t sure how to interpret his
nightmares of Hannah as a zombie and Abby rejecting him
completely because of a sudden wart on his face.

Running in front of him was a familiar runner, and
Greyson turned around, hoping to avoid another chat with
Je! Summers.

Greyson hit a large rock as he turned, sending it skittering
down the road. He didn’t look back, not wanting to acknowl‐
edge Je!.

“Hey, Greyson!” Too late.
Slowing to a walk, Greyson turned, trying to calm both his
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breathing and his irritation. “Hey, Je!. Out for a Labor Day
run, huh?”

Je! slapped his stomach and grinned. “I have to stay in
shape or else I wouldn’t be where I am.”

The words confused Greyson, and he shrugged, wanting
to get back to a silent run with only his thoughts as company.

“I met some people this weekend, and they’re having a big
barbecue down by Cohasset tonight. I thought I’d invite you
along, if you don’t have any other plans.”

Hard pass. “I think I’ll just hang out here. I start at my
father’s company tomorrow, and I still have to work on an app
for my friend.”

Jeff’s smile dropped, his eyes narrowing. “That’s too bad. I’ll
have to see if there’s anyone else in the neighborhood I should
invite.” He rubbed his pointer finger and thumb over his jaw as he
thought. “What about Abby? She could be fun to hang out with.”

Greyson bristled, not wanting to talk about Abby with
this guy. “She’s back at school right now.”

With a quick nod, Je! said, “Man, what is it with you
people? It’s like you don’t want to have fun. It makes me miss
Maryland.”

Not knowing what to say to that, Greyson shrugged. “I’m
going to run, but I’ll catch up with you later.”

He took o! down the road and away from Je!, hoping to
put plenty of distance between them and fast so the guy
wouldn’t be tempted to follow him.

As he plodded along, he thought about Je!’s words in
regards to Abby. His expression had said much more than his
words, with his eyebrows raised and his upper lip curled back
in a mischievous grin.

Greyson hadn’t been a fan, but he wasn’t the person to
keep Abby from dating. Maybe she’d want to date the scum‐
bag? They hadn’t talked about her dating life since he’d
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returned, but he !gured it wasn’t too di"erent from before.
Abby was picky about the men in her life, probably because
her biological father had never been around and her uncle
tried to control her more than even his daughters.

A #ash of jealousy ran through him as he pictured Abby
snuggling up to Je". Bile rose in his throat, and he spit it out
next to him, not wanting to dwell on the fact that Abby in a
relationship would bug him. If the guy were less of a sleazebag,
would he be so annoyed?

He made it back home, showered, and got to work on the
app, hoping to get the bulk of it !nished before he began work
with his father in the morning. He wanted to be able to show
Abby what he’d learned while he was away. Maybe that would
help sway her back to the old best friend he’d had. Or possibly
something more.
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Chapter Eleven

he !rst few days of classes passed faster than Abby
was ready for. She’d already been assigned a couple
of papers, and the number of English classes she was

taking had gone down by two from previous semesters. After
classes, she’d hop on the BC bus that took her down to the
other T stops, allowing her to get to the Love, Austen o"ce.

She’d !nally !nished typing up all the paperwork in the
big box by Thursday night, and since she only had one class on
Friday morning, she was already in the o"ce by eleven.

“Hey, Abby,” Meg said when she walked into her boss’s
o"ce. “You’re here early today.”

“Yeah, that’s just how my schedule works out.” Abby
glanced around, seeing the several pictures hung behind Meg’s
desk, most of them adventures with Parker. The section of
wedding invitations was pretty impressive as well, taking up
half the wall. “Wow, that’s how many people you’ve helped
!nd love?”

Meg turned her head in the direction Abby was looking
and nodded. “Yep, and soon enough, I’ll get to add my own
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invitation there.” Meg’s smile lit up her face like it was some‐
thing she’d been hoping for a long time.

“When are you getting married?” Abby sat on the edge of
one of the chairs in front of Meg’s desk.

“December, I hope. We just need to set the actual date.
That’s when business here slows down a bit, and we thought
that would be the best time to go on a honeymoon. Parker’s
new law "rm is "nally taking o#, and he hired another lawyer,
so that gives us some $exibility.” Meg paused a moment, her
eyes twinkling with mischief when she asked, “How are things
going with Mr. Campbell?”

Abby shifted, uncomfortable under her boss’s gaze. “I
think he’s doing well. I’ve only texted him a few times because
he’s been busy at his father’s o%ce, trying to get things "gured
out there.”

Meg leaned over her desk. “No, I mean, how are things
between the two of you?”

Abby slumped back against the seat, trying to decide how
much to share. “They’re awkward. But it’s hard to go back to
instant best friends after all that happened.” She paused, and
when she saw Meg wanted her to continue, she sighed. “He
started dating Hannah during Christmas break of his senior
year, my sophomore year. She was home from Princeton, and
the three of us started hanging out a lot.”

Abby gulped, trying to keep her emotions even. “I’m not
even sure how they became a couple, but Greyson kept
inviting me along, and after a few snide whispers from
Hannah, basically staking her claim to him, I just stopped
hanging out with them. It hurt after all that time of Greyson
and I always being together, and I was suddenly alone, or the
third wheel. But when he didn’t even call me to talk about
leaving for Princeton, that crushed me. I found out from his
mother "rst when I walked over to hang out with him one day.
He just con"rmed it as a side comment as he packed up his car.
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I’d always known he wanted to pursue a grad degree, but the
fact that he hadn’t asked my advice like he’d done all those
times before, I felt betrayed.”

She ran the back of her hand under her nose, sni!ng as
she worked to hold the tears back. “Sorry, that sounds really
lame now that I’ve said it out loud. I’m mad because he didn’t
talk to me. Not to mention that he didn’t contact me almost
the entire year he was gone.”

Meg shook her head. “Not lame at all. You were used to
being his con"dante, and all of a sudden you’d been pushed
away. I can understand that.”

“Every time I think about that day, I see Greyson’s
mom’s face with that smug expression. She told me he was
better off with Hannah, that her status would make it easier
for her to adapt to the social circles of the Campbells. And
then he gave me a quick side hug, of all things, to say good‐
bye.” She swallowed hard, hoping to rid her throat of the
hard mound forming. “Last weekend was the first time we
really hugged since Hannah came into the picture, and I
want to say I didn’t feel anything, but I’d missed it. Him, I
mean.”

Frowning, Meg studied Abby’s face, and then it was as if a
light bulb had gone o$. “Oh, he’s one of those Campbells. The
billionaires?”

Abby nodded, sni!ng again. “Yep. Greyson doesn’t act
like it at all, even though he’s been given a lot in his life. My
uncle would love to have the money they have.”

“What does your uncle do?”
“He owns City Athletics, so he’s got enough money. But

millionaire isn’t billionaire status.” Abby tasted the bitterness
of her words and shook her head. She’d never quite thought of
it like that until she’d said it.

The chime over the door sounded, and both Meg and
Abby paused, waiting to see who would walk up to the recep‐
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tion desk. Ti!any had afternoon classes, so she wouldn’t be in
at all.

“Hello?” a deep voice called out. A few seconds later,
Greyson walked into view, causing Abby’s cheeks to "ame. She
went over the conversation, making sure she hadn’t said
anything about him within the few minutes before he walked
in. Letting him know she held a torch for him was not some‐
thing she wanted to have happen, especially when she wasn’t
sure she could trust him about Hannah.

“Hey, you two,” he said, turning to see them in Meg’s
o$ce. “I, uh, tweaked some things for your app and wanted to
get your approval so far before I continue.”

Meg grinned at him. “You’ve had time to build an app and
work for your father? That’s pretty impressive, right, Abby?”

Abby knew what she was trying to do, and her whole body
tensed, not wanting to play games right now.

The corner of Greyson’s mouth quirked up, and he leaned
against the doorframe, looking so casual and handsome that
Abby had to look away, focusing on her nails.

“Well, when your best friend is busy at college, you have to
do something to occupy your nights.” His words brought
Abby’s glance up to his, his eyes focused on her face causing
her stomach to "ip.

But he’d called her his best friend, meaning she shouldn’t
even feel something for him because she would be forever in
the friend zone.

Meg looked between the two of them, %nally saying in an
exaggerated tone, “I’m swamped here with these emails and
organizing the fall event, but Abby can check on it with you. I
trust her.”

Snapping her head in Meg’s direction, Abby widened her
eyes, pleading for her boss to reconsider. Although she’d
thought about Greyson often over the past week, she’d also
had plenty to keep her mind occupied past that. But sitting
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next to him, with how attractive he looked in a button-up
shirt and tie, his hair swept to the side, she might have a hard
time keeping her heart safe from him.

Abby stood slowly, !ashing Meg a frown before turning to
Greyson. “Let me grab my notebook.”

She brushed his arm as she passed, wishing she could
forget about the static electricity of his touch. If she wasn’t
careful, she was heading for another heartbreak, one that she
might not make it back from this time.
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Chapter Twelve

reyson had talked through the updates to the app
rather quickly, and Abby had looked them over,
suggesting small changes here and there for the

format of the courses.
“When will you need to upload everything?” she asked,

tapping her pen against her lips as she focused on the screen.
“Probably in another week or two. Jorge called me

yesterday and said his dad is about the same, so it will be at
least that long or maybe longer until he returns. Until then,
you’re stuck with me.” His words had the desired e!ect,
pulling her attention in his direction.

“I’ve been stuck with you a lot longer than a couple of
weeks,” she said, smirking.

Greyson feigned hurt and laughed. “Ouch. You know how
to wound a guy.”

Abby shrugged and worked to turn the computer system
o!. “I’ve been there.” She didn’t make eye contact with him,
but he knew what she’d meant.

“What are you up to now? Let’s go into the city. I haven’t
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been around much, and I need something fried.” He smiled,
hoping to sway her.

She motioned to the computer. “I still have to work, at
least until four.”

“No, you don’t!” came Meg’s voice from the other room.
Greyson’s grin widened as he saw the horror on Abby’s

face.
She took long strides out of the back room and stood at

Meg’s o!ce. “I have to "nish putting together the rest of the
course material or else it won’t be ready to upload when the
app is done.”

Meg waved her o#. “It’s one in the afternoon. I’ll clock
you out at four, so the afternoon is on me.”

Greyson studied the emotions flickering across Abby’s face,
wondering why she looked so conflicted. He was grateful to Meg
for allowing her time off, and he hoped Abby would say yes.

Abby turned robotically. “Let me get my stu#.” She
walked over to her o!ce and disappeared inside.

He made a move to follow her, but Meg called out to him,
“Greyson, be good to her.”

He nodded, confused. “She’s my best friend. Of course I’ll
take care of her.” The sound of the words “best friend” echoed
in his mind and struck a wrong chord in his chest.

Meg frowned, her lips pursed as if he’d gotten the answer
wrong. She nodded and turned back to her computer. Maybe
she understood the feeling he’d had, or she was rooting for
him and Abby to get together.

Abby appeared outside her o!ce with her backpack,
holding on to the straps on both sides. “Ready.”

They took the train downtown and explored for the next
couple of hours. Abby "nally relaxed, and it almost felt like it
had before he’d graduated from his undergrad. Seeing a food
truck that sold baked goods, he pointed in that direction.
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“That is where we are getting something fried.”
Abby’s eyebrow twitched up, and she laughed. “Okay, I’m

game.”
The line was rather long for midafternoon on a weekday.

By the time they made it to the window, he was ready to try
it all.

“What can I get you?” a woman named Lexi asked. She
tugged on some plastic gloves and waited for his response.

“Let’s try one of everything you’ve got,” Greyson said, his
impulse taking over. He turned to Abby. “Was there some‐
thing speci"c you wanted?”

She laughed, the sound warming his chest. “Well, if you’re
getting one of everything, I think you’ve got it covered.”

The woman turned to a guy next to the fryer and said
something before turning back and placing several pastries and
donuts into a box.

Greyson handed her his credit card, swatting away Abby’s
hand as she tried to stretch out her own. “This is my treat.”

Abby opened her mouth to protest but clicked it shut as
Lexi took the card from him. With the box and a handful of
napkins, they made their way over to a bench.

He pulled out one of the pastries he’d never seen before.
“Do you remember what this one was called?” He took a bite
and sighed, exaggerating the action to get a laugh out of Abby.
He extended the pastry in her direction, placing it near her
mouth.

She glanced up at him for several seconds, looking more
vulnerable than he’d ever seen her. When she "nally took a
bite, he saw the surprise light up her eyes, and she nodded,
making a sound in the back of her throat.

After she swallowed, she said, “That is so good.”
“When did this place open?” Greyson asked between bites,

pointing at the logo Roll With It on the box. He scooted
closer to her so their legs were touching. For some reason he
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needed to be close to her, like that would somehow keep her
from giving up on him.

Abby shrugged, her eyes moving to their touching legs. He
saw a hint of a smile before she answered, “I’ve never tried it. I
don’t think I’ve been downtown for a while.”

They shared a few more of the pastries, and Greyson
patted his stomach when he was full. He grinned, grateful for
the simple fun they’d been able to have that afternoon.
Hannah had always wanted to do something exciting, acting
like she was so bored when he just wanted to have a slow day.

“How was your !rst week of class?”
Abby blew out a breath. “It was good. It’s nice to get

started on my senior year. I’m so close to being done, which is
both exciting and terrifying.”

“I bet your parents would be proud of you, your aunt and
uncle too.” From the change in her demeanor, he knew it was
the wrong thing to say.

Her jaw tensed, the muscle at the side of her face moving
as she ground her teeth. “Yeah, I don’t think any of them really
care what happens to me. That’s why I have to do it for me,
for my future, and not worry about lack of support.”

“I’m here,” he said, wrapping an arm around her shoulder
and pulling her to him. She smelled of vanilla and strawberries,
and their closeness increased his heart rate.

“Are you? I’m still afraid you’re going to go radio silent on
me again.”

Guilt pricked at him and he hugged her tighter. “I know. I
was an idiot, and I’m sorry I did that. But I hope someday
you’ll forgive me, really forgive me.” They sat there, silent for
several moments. “Have you heard more about your mom’s
parole?”

Pulling away, Abby wiped at the tears falling down her
cheeks. She shook her head, appearing as though she couldn’t
say anything.
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Greyson thought of all the times Abby had been frus‐
trated after getting a letter from her mother or the few times
she’d gone to see her at the women’s prison. All the emotions
she’d gone through, feeling abandoned by her family and
unwanted by the Harringtons. No wonder she was having a
hard time forgiving him completely for ditching her, her only
support. He’d been a coward, and he wished he could go back
and change a lot of what happened between them.

“How are you feeling about that?” He leaned forward, his
elbows on his thighs with his head turned, the position low
enough to let him look into her eyes.

She shook her head, wrapping her arms around her
middle. “You’re starting to sound like Ti"any when you say
that.” She paused again, her eyes focused on a bird hopping
along the sidewalk in front of them. “I don’t know yet. I think
I’m just pushing it o" as something that will never happen,
you know? She’s been in there for over ten years, which is
almost half my life.”

Greyson pulled her in again, holding her close to him to
calm the sobs that rose up. She’d been through a lot, and he
just hoped he could make things better.

“Well, whatever you decide to do, to visit or not, I’ll be
there with you.”

She placed her hands on his chest and pushed back enough
to look up at him. “Thank you.”
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Chapter Thirteen

few days later, Abby sat in front of her computer,
searching for the document she’d used to save all the
course information for the teachers of the Love,

Austen classes. But it didn’t matter where she looked, she
wasn’t !nding anything remotely close.

She’d been grateful for the afternoon she’d spent with
Greyson, the slower pace of not having anything scheduled
making it fun to explore the city again. And every time he held
her close, she wanted to hold on and never let go. Should she
follow Ti"any’s advice and just tell him how she felt? The
thought scared her more than graduating without a plan.

Turning her attention back to the task at hand, panic
crept through her. After searching every folder on her desktop,
even the trash and the downloads, she couldn’t !nd the !les at
all. She placed her head in her hands, blowing out a deep
breath. If she had to go back through that box and retype
everything again, she might not survive in the o#ce much
longer. Not because Meg would be mad, but because she’d go
crazy from trying to repeat what had already taken a couple of
weeks to enter.
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A sound caused her to glance up, and she tried to grin,
which pushed back tears of frustration. She didn’t need to cry
in front of Greyson a second time in just a few days.

“Hey, how’s it going?” he asked, stepping into her o!ce.
He looked good, his button-up shirt crisply pressed and a
bright teal paisley tie. His hair was done, and for a moment,
Abby thought he’d missed his calling as a model.

She pointed to the computer screen, her voice cracking
when she spoke. “Not good. All the information for the
classes I’ve been organizing has disappeared. I’ve checked every
bit of my computer and haven’t found it.” She ran a hand
through her hair and then moved the mouse, clicking all the
folders once again.

“Let me take a look,” he said, stepping around the desk
and kneeling next to her. His arm reached across her to hold
the mouse as he clicked several things on the screen. She stared
at his pro"le, trying to push down the rising attraction. She’d
only get hurt if she gave them free rein.

She wasn’t sure how long it had been, maybe a minute,
but he clicked one more thing and said, “Go ahead and enter
your password again.”

Turning her gaze back to the screen, she saw it was the
login. She typed in the password and sat back as the wheel
spun to load.

As Greyson grabbed the mouse again, the nerves where his
arm brushed hers "red, and she was sure her cheeks were as
pink as ever.

“What did you name the "le?” he asked. He looked at her
with his brow cinched together, the line in his forehead deep.

“Um, Love, Austen Courses, I think.”
A few clicks later, and he opened his palm to her in the

direction of the screen. “Here it is.”
She pulled her eyes away from him and glanced at the

screen, almost crying for joy when she saw the document.
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Using the rolling part of the mouse, she scrolled down,
grateful to see the two-hundred-plus-page document again.

Without thinking, she threw her arms around him,
pulling him in tighter than usual. “How did you do that? I’ve
been searching for this thing for the past twenty minutes.
How did you !nd it in two?”

“You were logged in under a separate account, still with
your name, but you must have done it a few times because you
had duplicate folders that probably made it look like you were
on the right screen.”

It was about the only time they were eye level since he was
so much taller than her normally, but the gratitude she felt at
not having to retype all the handwritten cursive notes was
unparalleled.

When she loosened her hold on him, he grinned wide,
"ashing white teeth and the sharp cut of his jaw. Her gaze
"icked to his lips, the temptation to kiss him growing stronger
by the second.

The tension in the room increased, and she leaned in an
inch or two, surprised to see that Greyson had done the same.

A knock on the door sent her scrambling back, hiding her
hands under her desk and trying to look innocent.

“Oh, hey, Parker,” Greyson said. “What are you doing
here?”

Meg’s !ancé stood in the door. Abby had met him for the
!rst time the week before and knew he was perfect for her
boss. The two of them balanced each other out, and after
hearing their love story, Abby was excited for them to get
married.

He walked in and shut the door, moving close enough to
lean on her desk and whisper, “Coming to see my !ancée.
What are you two doing in here?” The suspicious grin on his
face made Abby squirm. She didn’t need to hear the words
“best friend” again from Greyson.
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“We’re just working on some things for the app,” she said,
shifting her chair back behind the desk, putting plenty of
distance between her and Greyson so he wouldn’t be able to
hear her heart beating out of her chest.

Parker nodded. “That’s good. Maybe once the app is done,
we can set a date for our wedding.” He rolled his eyes and
laughed. Looking over his shoulder quickly, he stepped
forward, lowering his voice as he looked between Greyson and
Abby. “I’m planning a surprise birthday party for Meg this
weekend. We’re going to do a dinner cruise, and I want you to
be there, Abby. You too, Greyson.”

“Me? I’m not a direct employee.” He pointed to himself,
and Abby tried to hold her breath. She wasn’t the best on
water, but if Greyson was there, she wouldn’t have to worry
quite so much.

Parker smiled. “The more the merrier, and you’re a friend
of Jorge, who is a good friend of mine. Come along.” He
paused a moment. “Just don’t let the surprise slip. I’ll send you
all the details about when and where.”

Parker slipped out of the room, and Abby giggled.
“What?” Greyson asked.
She shook her head. “There’s no way I’m going to survive

a dinner cruise.”
Greyson smiled and nodded. “You’ll be !ne. I’ll come if it

helps you feel any better.”
“How do you know Parker?”
“From rowing on Saturday mornings. Jorge’s got a regular

group he rows with, and I’ve been !lling in for him.”
Abby nodded, surprised he’d taken up rowing since he’d

been home. Greyson looked like a model, but he’d never really
been into sports. Then again, change wasn’t always a bad
thing. She’d just have to remember that every time she thought
of the di"erence in their relationship.

“What brings you here so early in the day, anyway?” Abby
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asked, curious. It was a little before lunchtime, the only other
day of the week where her classes didn’t start until the
afternoon.

“I needed to run an errand to the tech shop a block down
and !gured I’d stop in and say hi. But it looks like it worked
out since you needed my help.” He grinned and winked at her,
sending a warm sensation along her spine.

He glanced at his watch and nodded. “I need to head back,
but I’ll see you later? Maybe we’ll meet out by the hideout and
do something.” He grinned, sending involuntary pulses of
excitement through her.

“I live at school right now, spaz. But we could do some‐
thing next week.” She hated how hopeful her voice sounded.
Steeling herself against his charms wasn’t working out as she’d
planned. If anything, she just wanted to be around him more.

“Sounds good. I’ll talk to you later, then.”
He disappeared out the door, and she may have watched

him walk away out the big window of her o#ce that faced the
street. She’d never really gotten over him, and that was what
scared her the most.
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Chapter Fourteen

aturday rolled around, the day Parker had set up the
dinner cruise. Greyson dressed in his navy-blue suit
and tie. Applying some gel to his hair, he swiped it

over to the side, allowing the front to stand up more than
usual. It had been a long time since he’d been to a fancy party,
as he’d managed to avoid the ones his mother had organized
for the past year because of school. Hannah had tried to get
him out as well, but !nishing up assignments for his program
usually took over, getting him o" the hook.

But for once, he was somewhat excited by the prospect of
a night out and getting all dressed up. He grabbed his car keys
and headed out the door, grateful he hadn’t seen his mother,
who would be full of questions about where he was going all
dressed up. As much as she disliked Abby, he didn’t want her
giving him the third degree about his best friend.

As he drove to the address Parker had texted, Greyson’s
thoughts kept pulling back to Abby. She’d been by his side
through every major event since the end of elementary school,
everything except his master’s graduation, which he’d realized
too late he should have called to invite her instead of just
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sending an invite. And with the little changes in her, plus the
vulnerability, Greyson wondered why he’d never asked her on
a date before. She’d always been fun and a little reserved, but
he was starting to see those qualities had helped her become
the woman he was falling for.

He’d been disappointed that she hadn’t wanted him to
pick her up for the event, saying Ti!any would just drive them
there since she was invited as well. Greyson did his best not to
think it was to block him from being alone with her, but
despite all the progress they’d made, they still hadn’t made it
back to where they’d been before he left.

He pulled into the parking lot near the dock, scanning the
sidewalks and the area for anyone familiar. He saw Brennen
and Carson, two of the guys he rowed with, standing next to
ladies in formal gowns. Beside them was another young couple
Greyson didn’t recognize, similarly dressed. Glad he was
wearing a suit, he adjusted his tie after shutting the door and
walked over to speak to the guys.

“Hey, Greyson,” Carson said, slapping him on the back.
“I’m glad you made it.” He turned to the woman next to him.
“This is my wife, Ruby. Ruby, this is Greyson Campbell. He’s
been rowing with us the past few weeks.”

The woman gave him a shy smile and a nod of the head.
“It’s good to meet you. Just keep him in line for me, will you?”

Carson feigned hurt and then laughed.
Brennen spoke up next. “This is my girlfriend, Lexi

Sarmiento.” The petite woman stepped forward, and Greyson
shook her outstretched hand, holding on to it a little longer as
he pointed at her.

“Wait, you look really familiar. Where would I know you
from?” Greyson searched his mind, trying to think back over
the places he’d been in the past few weeks.

Brennen grinned. “She’s the owner of Roll With It, the
food truck that sells pastries.”
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Greyson dropped her hand and snapped. “Yes! My, uh,
Abby and I went there the other day. Your stu! is amazing.”

“Thank you.” Lexi smiled, a little red rushing to her
cheeks.

The guy he didn’t recognize walked over and stuck out his
hand. “Ben, and this is my wife, Lily. We’re good friends with
Meg and Parker.”

“Good friends? We basically helped jumpstart Meg’s
company,” Lily said, swatting Ben in the shoulder. Greyson
watched the way she held her stomach, seeing the roundness
forming there.

“What do you mean by that?” Greyson asked, more
curious than ever.

Ben shook his head, chuckling a bit. “Meg and I had a
psych class together, and for her "nal project, she created the
framework for what would become the matchmaking
company. She did everything on paper back then, and it took a
ton of time. We see her a lot more now that she’s got a good
program.”

Greyson tried to think of something to say as the conversa‐
tion died down, with the others all looking around the dock.

“Parker should be here with Meg anytime,” Brennen said,
stu$ng a hand into his suit pants pocket.

“Have you all gone through the matchmaking program?”
Greyson asked, pointing his "nger and waving it to point to
the other couples.

They all chuckled, looking at their dates and laughing even
harder.

Brennen turned to him, wiping around his mouth with
his hand before he spoke. “Lexi and I sort of got roped into a
speed dating event thrown by Love, Austen. We ended up
working together on a charity bakeo! for my family’s charity,
and she "nally came around.” He winced as Lexi punched him
in the shoulder, frowning at his words.
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“Ruby and I dated in high school and were engaged. She,
er, we reconnected on The Suitor this past summer.”

The name of the show clicked in Greyson’s brain. “Wait,
my sister, Karly, was obsessed with that show. Were you the
suitor, Carson?”

Ruby grinned. “He de!nitely was. Not his favorite thing
to do for marketing, but it brought us back together and made
it so the Boston Breeze signed him for a four-year deal.” She
leaned her head on his shoulder, her eyes distant as if remem‐
bering the moments.

“Dawson, who rows with us, is dating one of the other
contestants for the show as well. Her name is Olivia,” Carson
said. “They’re getting ready for a road trip together or else
they’d probably be here tonight. Olivia owns the hair salon
right next door to the Love, Austen o#ce.”

Greyson tossed the information around in his mind,
surprised by their revelations. He’d always thought online
dating and matchmaking were for the people who couldn’t
!nd love for themselves. But with them all meeting in such
di$erent ways but all connected to the same company, he’d
have to revisit those old opinions.

“It looks like Ti$any is pulling in,” Lexi said, pointing
behind Greyson to the parking lot.

Greyson’s heart skipped a beat, and his stomach tightened
a bit. If Ti$any was pulling in, so was Abby.

A guy Greyson didn’t know got out of the driver’s seat
and came around to the other side, opening the passenger
door for the brunette. After helping her out, he opened the
back door, and out stepped Abby, her hair half-up with the
rest draping over her shoulders in curls. Ti$any’s date shielded
Greyson from the rest of her, but his !rst thought was irrita‐
tion that she’d let some other guy drive her to the dock instead
of letting him pick her up.

Ti$any linked arms with the guy, and they walked in the
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direction of the little group. Greyson tried to be patient, but as
he saw Abby a few paces behind the couple, impulse took over,
and he walked in her direction.

She was wearing a deep purple dress, little embellishments
along the top of it. A small covering of the thin fabric his
mother talked about all the time but he couldn’t remember
the name of covered her shoulders, and he could barely see the
small heels as she walked.

“Hey,” he said, swallowing hard. He reached out his arm
for her.

She stopped walking for a moment, surprise etched on her
face. After a few moments, she took his arm, holding on to a
clutch with the other.

“You look beautiful.” His words were softer than he
wanted them to be, but he’d never seen her like this. The way
she looked at him, as though she was trying to decide if he was
being serious or not, increased his attraction to her.

She blushed, her eyes focused on the ground ahead of
them. “Thank you. Ti!any was all gung-ho to play dress up.”
She bit the side of her bottom lip, and Greyson had a hard
time pulling his attention away, the "oral scent of her perfume
drawing him in even further. She turned to him. “You look
pretty handsome yourself. I don’t think I’ve seen you this
dressed up since your aunt’s wedding a few years ago.”

Greyson chuckled. “Yeah, I sweat a lot when I have to wear
the suit.”

“What about now?” she asked, her eyebrow raised and a
soft smile on her lips.

“I’m doing okay right now. The humidity is lower tonight.
Are you ready for this?” He motioned toward the large boat
sitting on the dock.

She nodded. “I think so. I already took a pill for motion
sickness, so we’ll see how it goes.”

They made it to the sidewalk, and Ti!any introduced her
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to the other couples already waiting. A few minutes later, the
crowd hushed, with Brennen pointing out Parker’s car pulling
into the parking lot.

Parker got out of the car and opened the passenger door,
helping Meg step out. She had a blindfold on and was
laughing about something Parker had said.

Greyson glanced to his side, and seeing the joy and excite‐
ment on Abby’s face made him grin. There were still traces of
the shy girl Abby had always been, but there were bits that
showed him just how much she’d matured and developed.

Meg and Parker walked up to the sidewalk before Parker
took o" the blindfold. The small group all yelled, “Surprise!”
causing tears to spring from Meg’s eyes.

“Thank you, all. Wow! What a birthday present!” Meg
placed her hands over her mouth and nose, shaking her head.
She turned to Parker and gave him a quick kiss. “I can’t believe
you did this. It’s perfect. Most of my favorite people here to
celebrate with me.”

Abby leaned into Greyson just a bit, and noticing her
wistful expression, he wondered what she was thinking about.

He didn’t get a chance to ask her as they all #led up the
dock and onto the boat. The sun had begun to set, and with
Abby by his side, he knew life couldn’t get much better.
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Chapter Fifteen

he whole experience was almost out of a fairy tale,
and the only thing Abby worried about was if she’d
be satis!ed with tomorrow after all the fun of the

night. As much as she’d protested for Ti"any to just let her
wear one of the dresses she already owned, she felt amazing in
the purple gown with the tulle sleeves Ti"any had worn for
her high school senior prom.

Seeing Greyson all dressed up in a suit had nearly caused
her to trip as she walked across the parking lot. Spending the
evening on his arm was something she’d only dreamed of
before, but being there, the twinkle lights decorating the deck
of the boat and the candles on each of the tables on deck gave
the whole a"air an intimate vibe. The boat left the dock and
started out on the open water !fteen minutes after Meg and
Parker showed up. The last few rays of the sun setting left a
beautiful mixture of pink, orange, and nearly purple in
the sky.

“Have you ever been on one of these?” Greyson asked,
placing his napkin on his lap. They were seated at a table for
four people, along with Carson and Ruby Carver.
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The other two shook their heads, and Abby did the same
when he glanced over at her.

“What about you?” Carson asked Greyson, leaning his
arm over the back of his wife’s chair.

“No. I was supposed to once, but something came up.”
He didn’t look Abby’s way, only !dgeting with the silverware
next to his plate.

Abby remembered that all too well. He’d been set to go on
a dinner cruise with Hannah and her parents after they’d been
dating for a few months. Abby had found him at their hide‐
out, panicking about the entire ordeal. And she’d encouraged
him to go, even though it nearly killed her to push him in the
direction of his girlfriend. It was right before he’d packed up
and left for Princeton, and the heartbreak had been nearly
complete. Like a coward, he’d waited even then, until he was
loading his car later that week, to tell her he was leaving.

But then Abby had left the hideout, needing to drive away
to clear her thoughts. She’d made it onto the highway before
someone sideswiped her and she’d been sent to the hospital.
Like the idiot she was, she’d left Greyson’s name in her phone
as the emergency contact. She’d been grateful to wake up and
see him next to her in the hospital, but even a major concus‐
sion hadn’t changed his plans to leave or his relationship with
Hannah, only delayed things for a few days.

As Abby thought about it more, that was probably the
reason he’d stopped trying to contact her. Hannah had been
more than jealous, claiming that if he really loved her, he
wouldn’t have rushed o# at a phone call. That had been a red
$ag for Abby, but Greyson had been too blind to see it at the
time.

A server placed salads in front of them, and Abby was
surprised at the delicious combination of $avors. She was used
to using packaged salad drowned in ranch, but the raspberry
vinaigrette with red onions and cucumbers was delicious.
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“Wow, this is really good,” Carson said with a broad smile.
He seemed to be a relatively happy guy with all the excitement he
exuded. Tiffany knew all the couples here, each person having
gone through the Love, Austen program in one aspect or
another, and of all the people she’d ever talked about, Ruby was
one of the people Abby had always wanted to meet. The fact that
she was married to Abby’s favorite hockey player was a bonus.

The idea of a couple who’d broken up several years earlier,
reuniting after a reality dating show, was something that did
her romantic heart good. If only it were that easy for her.

She looked to the side, studying Greyson through her
lowered lashes as she took another bite of her salad.

Shaking o! those thoughts, she turned to their table guests
and smiled. “Ruby, I’ve heard a lot about you from Ti!any.
She said you’re an accountant?”

Ruby dabbed at her lips with her napkin and nodded.
“Yeah, I’ve had my own "rm in my home for several years. The
bene"t to that is now I can travel with Carson to his away
games. Although the Stanley Cup is usually happening right
around tax season, so that will be a little crazy whenever the
Breeze goes to the playo!s.”

“Where is your next game, Carson?” Greyson asked,
taking a bite of lobster.

Carson took a drink and smiled. “We’re heading up to
Ottawa. That’s a big one because they’ve got a great team this
year.”

“You’ll be "ne. I’ve seen you skate, and it’s de"nitely better
than your rowing skills.” Greyson chuckled, the sentiment
catching on around the table.

Shaking his head, Carson said, chuckling, “I’ve seen you
row, and you might want to stick with your day job too.”

Abby couldn’t help but laugh, the action freeing all the
tension she’d been carrying around for the last few weeks.
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They continued dinner and held a toast from Parker to Meg,
causing tears to form in Abby’s eyes. The whole idea of a
surprise dinner cruise birthday party was something she found
romantic.

After birthday cake and pie, Abby strolled over to one of
the railings that lined the edge of the boat, staring out at the
nearly darkened sky. The cool, crisp autumn air was perfect
after a humid day, and all the feelings swirling around her
made it easier to relax because of the atmosphere.

Something jabbed into her arm, and when she turned, she
saw Greyson grinning at her only a few inches from her face.
He leaned over the railing as well, looking down into the dark
water.

“Here you are. I thought I’d lost you for a minute.” His
voice was soft, sincere, and it pulled at Abby’s heartstrings.
She’d always had feelings for this guy, but it seemed they were
even stronger than before. So much for passing that test of
getting over him.

“I’m just enjoying a quiet minute,” she said, pulling a
loose piece of hair away from her face as she gave him a small
smile.

He stood up straight, raising an eyebrow as he asked, “Do
you want me to leave you alone?”

Abby shook her head, looping her arm through his and
leaning her head against his shoulder. It was something she’d
done a lot growing up, and she’d missed being able to do it for
the past while.

“No, stay here.” She placed her other hand on his upper
arm, breathing in the sea air and his cologne. The noise from
the rest of the group could barely be heard, and she didn’t
want this moment to end. It was as if all of her dreams had
combined to form the perfect night out with the guy of her
dreams. She did everything to push the feelings of what could
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happen in the future away, trying to concentrate on the
moment right then.

She shivered at one point, and Greyson turned, pulling her
into his arms. Why was it that this was the one spot she felt
really safe, respected even? Glancing up, she saw Greyson
looking down at her with a somber expression.

“What are you thinking about?” she dared to ask, tilting
her head a little to block the bright light on the boat
behind him.

His eyes searched hers a few seconds, and he opened his
mouth, the corner of it raising in a smirk. “Just how beautiful
and amazing you are.”

Heat rushed to her cheeks, and she looked down, not
wanting him to see the e!ect of his words on her.

He took his "nger and hooked it under her chin, raising
her face to him again. “You have to know that you’re worth
looking at, right? And the person you are is the same person
you are no matter what happens. I love your steadfastness in
the things you believe, and I’m sorry it took me so long to
recognize those things. I think I just took you for granted
before now.”

He leaned in, and Abby closed her eyes, knowing if she
watched him get any closer, she’d probably back away and
freak out.

Just as she could feel his breath on her lips, someone called
out his name.

“Greyson, we need you over here. You too, Abby. We’ve
got an announcement to make.” It was Parker. At least, that’s
who she thought it was through the brain fog she was expe‐
riencing.

She opened her eyes, her breath hitching as Greyson was
only an inch or two away from her. It seemed his breathing
had quickened, and he smiled before stepping back. Dropping
his arms, he reached down for her hand.
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“We should go see what they need.” His words were !at,
laced with disappointment. Well, that’s what Abby was going
to tell herself.

Trailing behind him a step, Abby reached up to her cheeks
with her free hand, resting it on one of them for several
seconds in the hopes that it would cool her down before facing
anyone. Even the cool breeze did nothing to change the fact
that Greyson had almost kissed her. When had his feelings
changed for her? Or was he just caught up in the ambiance of
the night?

She smiled as she thought of what a future with him
would be like. There would be the regular obstacles of family,
but as long as Greyson loved her, she could survive even Maria
Campbell.

Abby had to shake her head, internally telling herself that
just because he’d almost kissed her didn’t mean he was in love
with her. There had been plenty of girls he’d kissed in high
school that he hadn’t cared for after. She knew he wouldn’t
dump her like that, but she needed to just enjoy the small
moment and hope that the future continued to look bright.
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Chapter Sixteen

gain, thank you all for coming here tonight,” Meg
said, holding a small box wrapped like a present.
“We’ve !nally settled on a date for the wedding!

You’re basically our family, and we wanted you to know that
Parker and I will be getting married on December 19th.”

Excited chatter passed through the small group of people,
most of their faces lit up by the several candles spread over the
tables. Greyson grinned as he looked around at the people
who were becoming fast friends.

He thought about Parker’s relationship with Meg. From
what he’d heard, there had been a lot of pressure when the two
!rst started dating, and Greyson could only imagine how hard
it would be to have all the criticism around being engaged to a
matchmaker.

Ruby leaned in closer and asked something Greyson
couldn’t hear.

“Ruby just asked me who we are using as a wedding plan‐
ner. Well, I’ve always secretly wanted Julia Vellardi to plan my
wedding, but she’s taking some time o# after her divorce this
year.” Meg held the box up higher. “But I’ve found an amazing
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wedding planner coming out from Vegas. Her name is Sadie,
and she’s done a bunch of celebrity weddings. I’ve already
asked Lily to be the matron of honor before we !nalize
anything, but I wanted to know if you girls would like to be
my bridesmaids?”

Greyson could feel the tension in Abby’s body, and he
wondered why something like this would trigger it. He turned
his attention back to Meg as she opened the box and walked
up to Lexi with a small silver bracelet. She went to Ruby next
with Ti"any right after. By the time Meg walked up to him
and Abby, Abby was gripping his hand so hard he was starting
to lose feeling in his !ngers.

“Abby, will you be a bridesmaid?”
Frowning, Abby gave a slight shake of the head. “But I’ve

only been with the company a few weeks. You don’t want me
as a bridesmaid.”

Meg’s grin widened, and she nodded. “Of course I do.
You’re family the minute you step into the Love, Austen
o#ce. Lexi has been one of the best caterers I’ve ever hired,
and working with her is always a laugh. Ruby put up with my
schemes for a reality TV show but ended up with her lost love.
Olivia, who isn’t here tonight, survived all sorts of things
going through our program. You will make plenty of memo‐
ries with us, and I hope you’re around for a long time.”

She finished speaking and fixed the clasp of the bracelet
around Abby’s petite wrist. Meg pulled her in for a hug,
breaking Greyson’s hold of Abby. There were tears in Abby’s
eyes, and at first, he couldn’t figure out why she’d be so
emotional. But as he let the idea sink in, he realized she’d
never really had what most people would call a family. She’d
been just living in someone’s house for the past almost twelve
years and didn’t have the relationship with her mother or
anyone else that she was already building with Meg and her
company.

Meg pulled back and smiled at Abby before continuing91
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Meg pulled back and smiled at Abby before continuing
back to Parker.

Greyson reached for Abby’s hand again, squeezing it as he
gave her a side-smile. She wiped at the tears under her eyes, and
he had the urge to protect her at all costs.

He might not have realized how much he cared for this girl
until the last couple weeks or so, but to lose her again would
be something he’d regret the rest of his life.

Once the party docked back in the harbor and they’d all said
their goodbyes, Greyson still held Abby’s hand.

“Let me take you home.” He said the words softly, leaning
down next to her ear.

“But that’s out of the way. I can just go with Ti!any.”
Abby raised their joined hands to point in the direction
Ti!any and her date, Todd, had gone.

He pulled her to a stop and shook his head. “I don’t care
that you can go with Ti!any or that it’s an extra few minutes
to get back to my parents’ house after dropping you o!. You
didn’t let me pick you up, and I want to be a true gentleman
and make sure you make it home okay.”

She looked like she was trying to hide a smile and "nally
nodded. Dropping her hand from his, she hooked her arm
around his bicep and leaned into him. It was something he
hadn’t realized he’d missed until she’d done it on the boat, and
he was pretty sure this was something he wanted to remember
always.

He opened the door to his car and helped her in, hurrying
around to the driver's side after. She was rubbing her arms
now, and he turned on the heater before pulling his jacket o!.
“Sit up. I’ll put this around you.”

Abby gave an airy laugh and sat forward, tugging the suit
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coat around her. Greyson took o! out of the parking lot,
taking a longer route through the streets and along the Charles
River. Lights every so often gave the usually dirty-looking river
a romantic glow, and Greyson wasn’t ready for the night to be
over just yet.

“I’m really glad you came,” Abby said, her eyes focused on
the road ahead.

“Oh yeah?” Greyson thought about saying more but was
more curious about her answer.

She nodded. “We haven’t been able to hang out like this
ever. Not that I can remember. It’s usually just casual at
home. But it was fun to dress up and have a night out.” Abby
turned to him, her close-lipped smile causing her eyes to
squint.

“I’m glad you came too. I was a little worried at "rst that
you weren’t going to show up.”

“I always show up when I say I will.” Her tone was sad,
and it wrenched his insides. She’d said it without malice, like a
reminder rather than a "nal judgment.

Reaching over to rest his hand on hers, he glanced at her
and said, “A mistake I never want to repeat.”

After a few moments of silence, he decided to change the
direction of the conversation. “How does it feel to have eaten
dinner with your favorite hockey player?” He grinned at her
before turning his gaze back to the dark road ahead.

Her mouth dropped open, and her eyes grew wide. “How
did you remember that?”

“How can I forget? I’m surprised we haven’t watched a
hockey game together yet this season. You’re probably the
most avid hockey fan I’ve ever met.”

“It’s hard not to be when the BC hockey team is so good.”
She gave him a wry grin, and from there she relaxed, talking
just as much as she always had around him.

He reached over and tucked her hand into his, wanting to
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be close to her even while driving. A surge of electricity
worked up his arm, and he thought he heard her sigh.

They chatted on the way home, Greyson feeling like he’d
never felt before. Abby had so many inner strengths, and he
just hoped she felt the same as he did, that attraction growing
with every passing day. He was at the edge, the line that
bordered best friend and fell into relationship territory. But
how would she react if he stepped across it?
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Chapter Seventeen

bby !ddled with her clutch, her knees wobbly as she
stood inches away from Greyson outside Gabelli
Hall. “Thank you for the ride,” she said, trying to

muster up the courage to look at him. She wasn’t sure she’d be
able to, considering the fact that their near-kiss on the boat
was still replaying in her mind.

“Of course. Are you free tomorrow? I was hoping we
could do something.” He leaned back, his hands stu"ed into
his suit pants pockets, waiting for her answer. Why did he have
to look so good?

She unzipped her clutch, looking for her phone. When it
wasn’t there, she tried to replay in her mind the last time she’d
had it. She must have forgotten it when they left for the party.

“I don’t think I have anything going on, but I’ll let you
know when I !nd my phone in my room?” Her voice made
the last word sound like a question, and she laughed.

“Sounds good. Just let me know.”
Awkward silence pressed down on them, and she

wondered what she was going to do. She moved forward,
wrapping her arms around his middle in a hug, too scared to
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do anything else. As she backed away, she remembered his suit
coat. She took it o! and folded it slightly, handing it over
to him.

“Uh, thanks again for, uh, this and the ride. I’ll text you
later.” She grabbed her card out of her clutch and swiped it
through the reader at the side of the door. Before he had a
chance to say anything, she was already down the hall and
waiting for the elevator. She’d usually just take the stairs, but
her feet were already killing her. Besides, the amount of adren‐
aline from her time with Greyson seemed to make it so she’d
probably lose her balance.

Once she was in her room, she sighed against the door.
Her emotions were all over the place, and after the night she’d
had, it was almost magical. Maybe she’d wanted to live in that
magical world a while before sealing any kind of fate between
the two of them with a kiss, making or breaking their
friendship.

Abby walked into her room, #nding her phone on the bed
where she’d left it. She sank onto the bed and clicked the on
button. A message appeared, one from her uncle, who had
probably only texted her maybe #ve times since she’d gotten a
cell phone.

We’re having a family brunch tomorrow. Meet at the house
at eleven and don’t be late.

Abby gave a mirthless laugh at the word family. The only
time the Harringtons acted like she was part of their family
was when they were trying to get people to think they were so
generous at taking in their niece. There weren’t any major
events planned, and the garden party had been the week
before. What could be the reasoning behind ordering her to
the house?

She lifted her head when she heard the outer door open,
Ti!any’s laugh tinkling through the air to the room. Silence
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followed, and Abby was sure she was kissing her man of the
week.

A minute or two later, Ti!any appeared in the room,
looking starry-eyed like she’d just been proposed to.

“What a night! Just another reason I love working for
Meg. You still look amazing, girl, even after all the wind from
the boat.” Ti!any moved to the dresser and took out her
dangly earrings, dropping them into the small silver bowl
where most of her earrings were held. “You looked pretty cozy
with Greyson. How are things there?”

Abby thought about falling back dramatically to add a
laugh, but she remembered the last time she’d tried to do that
and decided against it.

“Who knows? I mean, I’m pretty sure he was going to kiss
me right before Parker and Meg announced the date of their
wedding. And then I was too chicken to stick around and see
if he would try it again once we got back here.” She rolled her
lips in, now realizing she might have blown the best chance she
had to further her relationship with her best friend.

“You’ll be "ne. Maybe he’ll even see it as you playing hard
to get.” Ti!any chuckled as she disappeared into the
bathroom.

That wasn’t how Abby wanted to play it, though. She
wasn’t willing to jeopardize a good relationship by sending
mixed signals. But then again, until now, the low intensity of
the signals she’d been sending must not have been noticeable.

She didn’t want to ruin the evening by overanalyzing
everything. She would tomorrow. She’d have plenty of time
when she was at brunch with her aunt and uncle.

97



A

Chapter Eighteen

bby tugged at the A-line skirt she’d chosen for this
morning’s brunch. Her aunt preferred everyone to
dress up on these occasions as they usually invited

someone to eat with them, and, as always, appearances were
the most important thing in their lives.

Once Abby made it to the front door, she pushed the lever
and the door swung open. The smell of bacon and some kind
of pastry wafted to her nose. At least there was one bene!t to
eating here—as good as the cafeteria food was at school, she’d
been cooking more and more in her dorm and already missed
the special things Lita, the Harrington’s cook, made especially
for her.

Shutting the door, Abby dropped Ti"any’s keys on the
side table against the wall. Since her skirt didn’t have pockets,
she didn’t want to lose them when she needed a quick escape.

“Hello?” she called, walking in the direction of the
kitchen.

“Ah, mi Abbycita. Que linda. How are you, my dear?” Lita
stood arranging fruit on a large platter.

Scanning the island, Abby noticed the amount of food
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there was signi!cantly higher than what would be needed for
just the !ve of them. Even if her uncle had invited one person,
it would still be way more than normal.

Abby picked up a grape and popped it into her mouth,
enjoying the sweetness as she bit into it. “Lita, who else has
been invited to brunch?”

The older woman shrugged. “I do not know, mi hija. The
boss tell me to make enough for eight.”

Three extras. Abby took in a deep breath, holding it for
several seconds as she tried to think of who it would be. She
wished it could be Greyson and his parents, but his older
brother and younger sister would mean an extra !ve. Unless
Karly was already at college. But that still left Lance. She
grabbed another small bunch of grapes when Lita had her
back turned and strolled through the kitchen to the formal
dining room.

Her aunt was inspecting each place setting, holding the
glasses and silverware up to the light and mumbling to herself.
She jumped when she saw Abby standing there.

“Abby, you’re here. Come take these things to the kitchen.
Scrub them until there are no spots whatsoever. I don’t want
anything to ruin our meeting, uh, brunch, this morning.” Her
aunt extended two glasses and a mixture of forks and spoons
to Abby.

It was times like these that made Abby realize her real place
in the family—servant. She took the things, wishing she could
just say, I’m done! and march out of the house. But there was
no way she could pay back the college debts she’d incurred,
even after the several scholarships and grants she’d gotten.
Someday she wouldn’t be at their beck and call. But was it
better to be noticed as a kind of servant or to be forgotten
about completely, like her parents had?

After she’d taken the things and cleaned them to a sparkle,
she walked back into the dining room where her two cousins
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slumped in their chairs, their hair done and makeup on but
their eyes looking like they’d only gotten two or three hours of
sleep.

The doorbell rang, and Aunt Lucille hit the back of
Stacy’s and Gwen’s heads. “Wake up, you two. You know
better than to stay out late when we’ve got brunch scheduled.”
The girls groaned as Aunt Lucille marched toward the front
door yelling, “Carl! It’s time.”

Footsteps sounded on the stairs, and Abby could hear
Uncle Carl’s voice as they bickered over the look of his tie.

Abby took her usual seat across from Gwen and tried to
relax. “Who’s coming to brunch?”

Stacy and Gwen glanced up from their phones, looking
like they’d rather be anywhere than there right then. The
feeling was mutual.

“Dad said something about the Summers family,” Gwen
said. It must have seemed like a satisfactory response because
she ducked her head back down, her !ngers and thumbs "ying
across the screen.

“The Summers?” Abby thought out loud. It was the
family down the road that she hadn’t seen much of in the past
few years. She remembered their son trying to hang out with
her and Greyson before he moved in with his mom after his
parents’ divorce. She hadn’t really seen or heard much about
them since. The billionaires that kept to themselves were a
rarity in these parts.

Gwen nodded. “Dad is still trying to get a contract with
them for exclusive rights to their shoes. He thinks it will boost
City Athletics all over Boston.”

Abby sat back. She should have known there was some
angle to this. It had been a while since they’d had a brunch
that hadn’t actually turned into a business meeting. She
listened as introductions and greetings were made at the door
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but then got bored and picked up her butter knife, turning it
over a few times.

Footsteps walked in their direction, and Abby stood on
re!ex, knowing she’d be chastised if she didn’t. Stacy and
Gwen took a little longer to do the same, but as the family
walked through the door and they saw the younger version of
the patriarch of the Summers family, they perked up, smiling
like idiots.

Aunt Lucille waved to the girls. “These are our daughters,
Gwendolyn and Stacia. Both are attending Wellesley College.”
She paused a moment, and a !icker of a frown crossed her face
as she turned to look at Abby. The smile was back in an
instant. “And this is Abigail Price, my niece. She’s been living
with us for, well, how long has it been, dear?”

The look in her aunt’s eyes meant death if Abby did
anything out of line. “About twelve years.” Her mouth was dry
as she tried to focus on the wall just behind her aunt’s head,
close enough that it seemed she was making eye contact but
away enough that she wasn’t going to faint.

“Yes, that’s right. My sister has had some troubles, so we
took Abby in when her mother went to prison, hoping to give
her the stability she wasn’t able to have before.”

Abby sti"ened and bit the side of her tongue, e"ectively
stopping herself from saying anything in retort. Nothing like
airing dirty laundry in front of wealthy guests.

Lucille introduced the Summers family, Dan Summers and
his newer wife, Cora, along with his son, Jeff. Abby inspected
him, realizing how the same little details she remembered of him
as a kid had deepened or slightly changed with age. He had a small
scar on his jawline near his left ear where he’d tripped and fallen on
a log when trying to follow Greyson and Abby out to the hideout.

Abby gave them all a forced smile before sinking into her
seat when all the introductions were over. To her left sat Je",
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and part of her wished she could switch spots with one of her
cousins. From the looks of them, they were more alert than
she’d seen them all morning, both of them leaning in to ask
him questions.

Lita and another server brought out the platters of fruit,
pastries, and breakfast foods, setting them on the table at
di!erent points. There was quiet chatter as the guests and
family passed the platters around the table, scooping some
from each.

“I hear you’re an Eagle, huh?” Je! asked, a lopsided grin
on his face. He seemed much closer to Abby than he should
have been, and she could smell a faint minty scent on his
breath. “I always thought you’d go to college somewhere else,
not stay around here and go to a local school.”

She frowned, not sure she was ready to have a conversa‐
tion, especially since he’d already inquired about her. Why
would he have thought about her since the last time she’d seen
him was before he moved away nearly a decade ago?

“Yes. How did you #nd that out?” She stuck a piece of
pineapple in her mouth, chewing on it to avoid saying
anything else.

“I’ve already made several friends since I moved back. It’s
just a matter of asking about how people are.” He passed her
the tray of meats, holding it out for her while she speared a
sausage.

“I’m not sure I’m worth the trouble, to be honest. What
brings you back to Boston? Working for your father’s compa‐
ny?” She didn’t let her gaze linger on his face for too long,
knowing that any extra attention was going to make it hard to
shoo him away. He’d been somewhat of a lovesick leech when
they were younger, and she didn’t want to encourage anything
now that they were older.

He smiled, his eyes telling her she’d need to try harder than
self-deprecation to keep him away. “Yep, just started a couple
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days ago. It’s been mostly meetings so far. SP Shoes is coming
out with some new sneakers that are pretty amazing. I’ll have
to get you a pair to try out.”

Abby’s lungs constricted, and she focused on handing the
tray over to her uncle, who sat at the end of the table. When
she turned to stare at her plate, she could still feel Je!’s eyes
on her.

“I’m good. I barely work out anymore anyway, so I doubt
I’d need new shoes.” She closed her eyes for an extra half-
second, hoping to steel herself against any extra conversation
that would surely come from him.

“But, really. It’s no—”
“Thank you all for coming here today,” her uncle said,

cutting Je! o!. “It’s a pleasure to have the Summers family in
our home. It’s been quite a while since we’ve been able to do
this, right, Dan?”

Carl looked to the other end of the table where Dan
Summers sat. The man smiled, the strands of gray in his hair
shining with the light from the window behind. “Yes, but
we’re grateful to be here, right, honey?” He reached over and
took the hand of his wife, who pasted on a smile as she "ut‐
tered her eyelashes a million beats a minute. She looked like
she was about the same age as Je!.

Je! tensed next to Abby, the muscle in his jaw popping
out as he "exed his hand under the table. She wasn’t sure what
to say to help him relax, and it was odd that she $nally felt
sorry for the guy. She’d never had the most stable relationship
with her own parents, but it seemed like the dynamic of his
father and stepmother put him on edge.

“I take it you’re not a fan of your stepmother,” Abby said
through the side of her mouth.

He didn’t turn to her, only raised his eyes to the woman
holding his father’s hand and shook his head. He didn’t say
anything more, and Abby felt bad she’d judged him so harshly
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when he’d !rst come in.
“I’m sorry,” she mumbled, glancing over the others sitting

around the table.
He shrugged, looking more defeated than she’d expected.

But when the conversation turned to politics and work, he
straightened, a mask replacing his frustration. His con!dence
returned like the blowing up of a balloon, and she knew she
could feel sorry for him, but trusting him was another matter.

They !nished the brunch much later than Abby had
expected, and she was just glad to be done with it. When she
walked out to her car, she was surprised to hear Je"’s voice
behind her.

“Thanks for your words in there.” He stood next to her
car, his tie loosened and his eyes cast down.

“Um, yeah, no problem. I don’t come from the best family
situation, as my aunt told the world in there, so I can under‐
stand a little.”

He nodded, giving her a small smile. “Yeah, it’s not the
easiest to see him with a woman who’s two years younger than
me and tries to act like my mother. I already have one of
those.” He pursed his lips and wiggled his jaw back and forth,
his eyes never leaving her face.

“I wish you good luck with that.” She found the key for
the ignition to the car and jingled the keyring a minute. “I’ve
got to get going.”

With a quick smile, she was about to sit down in the
driver’s seat when he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her
in for a hug. The moment was more awkward than any she’d
ever had before, and she tried to break free.

He !nally released her, and she jumped into her car, doing
her best not to let the tires squeal as she turned down the street
and over to the main road that would take her back to campus.
Ti"any had let her borrow the car on such short notice, and
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she didn’t want to get into an accident of any kind because
of it.

As she drove, she tried to !gure out what had just
happened. She’d always been irritated by Je", but seeing how
miserable he was because of his father and stepmom softened a
portion of her heart toward him. But the fact that he’d moved
in for a hug—that was the weirdest thing yet.

Greyson popped into her mind, and she couldn’t wait to
tell him all about the conversation. He’d always been leery of
Je", but it would be nice to get his opinion about the whole
encounter.
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Chapter Nineteen

reyson had taken a later-morning run after
sleeping in Sunday morning. Abby had sent one
text the night before saying she had to have brunch

with her aunt and uncle and then she could do something
later. He’d been trying to think of something fun to do while
he ran, sprinting the last section of the street. But he’d slowed
down next to a van when he saw Jeff Summers hugging
Abby.

A bolt of jealousy ran through him, but as he took in her
sti!ness, he gritted his teeth. Abby had always been able to tell
someone’s true intentions, and it made him feel better that she
wasn’t willingly hugging Je!. He waited until Abby jumped in
the car and drove o! before he walked to the back door of his
house.

What was Je!’s play? He’d asked about Abby before.
Surely he wasn’t still interested in her. Greyson had done some
digging on Je! after the last time they’d spoken, and there was
a lot left to be desired.

Je! had been kicked out of three private schools in Mary‐
land and had been caught with a drunk-driving charge only a
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month ago, which was probably the reason he’d been sent up
to live with his father again.

Greyson was going to have to !gure out where he stood on
everything. And he was going to have to protect Abby.

He pulled out his phone, wanting to talk to her. “Hey!
What are you up to?” He sat on his bed, waiting to see what
she would say.

“Driving back to the dorms so Ti"any can have her car
back.” Her voice was a little tenser than he’d expected, but he
hoped it was all directed at Je".

“How was brunch?” he asked. He heard the small sound
of another call coming in and saw Hannah’s name on the
screen. Placing the phone back against his ear, he tried to push
the fact that she was still trying to contact him out of his
mind.

Abby groaned, causing him to chuckle. “I was put on
show again. Of course, Aunt Lucille acts like I’m just the best
thing to happen to their family when other people are around,
but any other time, it’s like I don’t exist.”

“Who was the brunch with?” He bit the side of his lip,
knowing exactly who’d been invited.

“The Summers. And of course, I had to sit next to creepy
Je". Although, I feel a little bad for him. His stepmom is our
age. That’s even worse.”

Greyson chuckled at the disgust in her voice. True Abby
fashion to be blunt about trivial things around him. But she
was never open about matters of the heart, or things that truly
mattered, like how she really felt about her mother’s parole.

A few moments of silence passed before she said, “What
are you doing? Do you still want to hang out this afternoon?”

“Yes, we’re still on for something. How about I swing by
and pick you up around four? Right now I need a shower and
to get a few things !gured out with the app before I have to
meet with you and Meg tomorrow.”
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“Oh yeah. I almost forgot about that. Good luck. I’m glad
it’s you !guring things out and not me.” She giggled, and
Greyson felt it deep into his chest. He’d missed out on so
much that he just needed to tell her he was falling for her and
hoped they could make up for the time they’d lost. Or that she
even felt the same.

“What else do you have this week?” Greyson asked, not
wanting to hang up just yet.

She sighed, and he could hear the absence of the car engine
around her. “Not a whole lot. I’ve got a bunch of papers I
need to write for classes. That’s the biggest time suck this
week. What about you?”

“Working on the app and then !xing the bugs for the
computer system at work. The cook ordered one hundred
boxes of corn dogs for one of the stadiums and only meant to
order ten. My dad wants me to put a cap on the ordering
section so it won’t happen again, something that can be over‐
ridden if necessary.”

As he thought more about it, his brain started trying to
!gure out the problem. It was something he hadn’t tried
before, but it was de!nitely possible.

“Well, I’ll see you later.” Greyson hung up the phone,
relieved that what he’d seen in the driveway hadn’t been a big
deal at all.
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Chapter Twenty

he week was both fast and slow for Abby as she tried
to get everything she needed for classes and work
done. She and Greyson had gone on the swan boats

in downtown Boston Sunday afternoon, something she’d
found exciting given the fact that they were normally closed
up for the season at that point. As per usual, Greyson said he
had a friend who owed him. She just wasn’t sure why he was
using up favors for her if Hannah was still on the radar.

They’d kept things light, and she’d been somewhat disap‐
pointed when he hadn’t tried again to kiss her, but it was
something she just needed to wait for if it was ever going to
happen.

Wednesday afternoon, she drove back to her aunt and
uncle’s house to retrieve one of the books she’d used during
the last spring semester. Her teacher had asked for them to
write a paper on it, and she needed to brush up on some of the
concepts to "nish her paper by the next day.

On her way back through the kitchen to head outside, she
heard her uncle call out, “Abigail.”

She stopped in her tracks, surprised she hadn’t seen him109
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She stopped in her tracks, surprised she hadn’t seen him
on her way in or out. Turning around, she asked, “Yes, sir?”

He strolled up to her, his face a mixture of emotions. “I
need your help with a very important matter.” He stroked his
chin with his thumb and pointer !nger, something Abby had
learned to be wary of. Since she’d moved in, he’d really only
had a few serious discussions with her, but she usually had an
inkling of what he would ask. This time, she was going in
blind, and she had to focus to keep from shaking.

“What do you need, sir?”
“Je" Summers has expressed great interest in you. I need

you to go on a few dates with him.”
Abby’s eyes #ew open, and she shook her head, a shiver

creeping up her spine. “I can’t do that, sir. I have no interest in
being with him at all. What about Gwen?”

Anger #ared on her uncle’s face, a deep red rolling up his
neck. “Gwen is concentrating on her studies, and Stacy is
supposedly engaged. It was not a question of whether or not
you will do this. Have I not provided for you all these years?”

“Y-yes, sir, but—”
“I need this contract with the Summers family to further

our stores. Je" is interested in you. We need an alliance with
the family so we can negotiate the deal.”

After taking a deep breath, Abby let it out slowly, hoping
to have a persuasive answer. “Uncle, I sincerely appreciate all
you’ve done for me over the years and with all your help with
college. But I can’t do this. I can hardly be in the same room
with him, and to go on a date? That would be—”

“Why?” he asked, anger slicing through the word. “Don’t
you feel you owe our family for all that we’ve given you?”

“I don’t trust him, sir.”
“I’m not asking you to marry him, Abigail.”
“Yet.” She bit her upper lip, surprised she’d said the word

out loud. “This isn’t the nineteenth century. Isn’t there a way
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to sway the deal without involving me in it?” Desperation
rolled through her words, and her breakfast threatened to
come up.

Her uncle took a step closer, his hand waving near her.
“You will do this, or you’ll be on your own when it comes to
college tuition for the rest of the year.” His words echoed in
the kitchen and seemed to pound down on her as he hit the
most vulnerable spot she had at the moment.

Tears formed, and she sni!ed, doing her best to hold them
back until she could escape his presence. Tilting her head back,
she swallowed before speaking. “Will two dates be enough?”

Her uncle rubbed at his chin again, his gaze on the "oor
for several seconds. As each moment passed, she worried he’d
#nd some bene#t to her marrying a billionaire’s son.

“I’ll tell him you’ll be available tomorrow night for a date.
Expect a call from him later tonight.” With that, her uncle
turned and walked out of the room.

She walked out to her car, tears streaming down her face.
How was she going to survive an hour or more with the guy?
She’d had a hard enough time during the brunch.

But she had to do it. How would she pay for college if she
didn’t? She could get loans and other things, but with nothing
to back her up, she decided she could sit through a couple of
awkward dates. Her uncle hadn’t promised he wouldn’t force
her to marry Je!, but that was a line she wasn’t going to cross,
no matter what threat he posed.

She set the book on the passenger seat and drove o!, ready
for the afternoon to be done.
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Chapter Twenty-One

fter dinner on Wednesday, Greyson went up to his
room, hoping to !nish out the updates he needed
for the Love, Austen app. He’d been able to !gure

out the ordering issue for his dad’s company, and updating
stu" the past few days hadn’t taken too long. But it felt like it
had been a while since he’d seen Abby.

How goes it?
He waited several minutes, but she didn’t answer, which

was strange. Since the dinner cruise, she’d responded quickly
every time he’d texted. But then again, she was in full swing for
school, and with all the papers she had to write, he needed to
cut her some slack.

A knock sounded on his bedroom door, and his mom
popped her head in. He’d thought about getting a place of his
own over the last week, and her coming up after they’d already
discussed a ton of things at dinner con!rmed it was time.

“Greyson, dear, I brought you a little something.” From
her mischievous expression, he knew it was something he
wasn’t going to like.

Turning fully in his chair, he looked down at her hands,
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trying to see what it was she’d brought. She held a small bag
and extended it out to him before taking a seat on the end of
his bed.

Greyson glanced over at her, but her smile only widened.
He pulled out the tissue paper and reached inside, pulling out
a small velvet box. His heart thumped in his chest as he real‐
ized what it was—his grandmother’s ring.

“I wanted to give that to you now. I know there have been
some bumps in your relationship with Hannah, but I think
she’s the perfect girl for you.”

He bit his bottom lip, knowing he had to cut o" the
thoughts that threatened to turn into words. He loved his
mom, but with all of her needling about Hannah the past little
while, he was over it.

Shaking his head slowly, he fixed his eyes on her. “No,
Mom. She’s not the perfect girl. She was hoping Lance would
die when he was sick so I could take over the company. I have
never wanted to take over the family company. I’m proud to
be helping and working with Dad and Lance now, but I’m
not cut out to be a CEO.” He dropped the ring box back
into the bag without opening it. “This belongs to Lance,
not me.”

Her lips pinched together, and she looked like she was
going to turn on the waterworks. “Lance is a relative hermit
outside of work, and you’re just so close to marriage. Keep it
for a few days while you think about things.”

Greyson kept the bag dangling at the end of his #ngers for
several more seconds before he gave in and set it back on his
desk. “I’m not marrying Hannah, Mom. I found out soon
enough that I avoided a life I would’ve come to hate. So,
please, don’t keep pushing it.”

His mother tipped her chin up. “Just know that with the
position of our family in the community, there are certain
standards we hold to. I know Abby is a good friend, but
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anything more than that and she will have a hard time !tting
into our world.”

Greyson reeled back as if she’d slapped him. “Abby has
been the best friend I’ve ever had, and if or when I develop
feelings for her, or for any girl, no matter where they come
from, I hope you’ll support me in that.” He paused, taking
shallow breaths to compensate for his outburst. With a quick
motion, he twisted his chair back in front of his computer. “I
need to get some work done now, Mom.”

Placing his headphones over his ears, he heard her say, “I
just want you to be happy.”

He bit the inside of his cheek and waited until she’d
clicked the door shut again. “Then just let me be.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two

bby pressed send on the !nal paper she had to turn
in for the week. Checking the clock on her
computer, she saw she only had twenty minutes

before her date with Je". It was tempting to avoid dressing up,
but then her uncle might take away his support for being rude
or not trying.

She pulled her hair up in a more elegant messy bun,
sticking in several bobby pins to hold the sections of hair in
place. Je" drove a convertible, and while it wasn’t her favorite
thing, she also didn’t want to have her hair whipping her as
they drove through Boston. With a clean blouse and some
dark wash jeans, she grabbed her wallet and phone, sticking
them into a smaller purse she’d had since high school.

With a few minutes to spare, she sat on the brick wall
outside her dorm. She pulled out her phone and went through
her text messages. Since her schedule had increased in intensity
now that they were more than a month into the semester,
there were moments when she wondered if she’d ever make it
through the ever-growing list of things she needed to get done
before the Christmas break. And to top it o", she’d lost her
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phone for a couple of days and still hadn’t responded to
everyone yet, trying to push through and get her papers done
on top of working.

How goes it?
The message from Greyson was time-stamped from the

day before. They hadn’t spoken since the meeting on Monday.
Did she text him back now when Je! could show up at any
minute?

It’s going. I’m tired, but that’s what happens when I try to
work full-time and take eighteen credit hours.

She saw the little dots at the bottom of the screen,
watching them dance along it as she waited for his response to
pop up.

You’re alive! Hopefully you’re able to get some rest in tonight.
Do you want to do something on Saturday?

She grinned at his response, laughing that he’d
commented on her not responding to him.

Yeah. I’ll have to get some reading done in the morning, but
later would be fun.

“Who’s making you smile?” Je!’s voice pulled her away
from the phone and caused her to jump, almost falling back
into the bushes below the small walkway.

She stu!ed her phone into her purse and hopped o! the
wall, her feet wobbling a bit on the landing. “No one. How are
you?” Glancing at him, she panicked. He was in a nice suit, an
expensive suit, like the ones Greyson’s mother picked out for
him. “Um, I’m a little underdressed. Where did you say we’re
going again?”

“Top Shelf. My dad pulled some strings and got us a reser‐
vation.” His eyes took her in, his nose scrunching a bit. “It
might be a good idea to change.”

“Okay,” she said, sliding her card in the reader. “Um, well,
you can come up or just wait for me out here.”

He looked up at the building and shrugged. “I’ll come in.”
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Waiting for the elevator wasn’t an option, as she was
already more !ustered than she wanted to be around this guy.
She opened the door to the stairs and started up. Thankfully,
they were starting on the second !oor, so it would only be two
!ights.

Je" stayed close, and Abby wasn’t sure what to say to ease
the weirdness. But then again, did she want to ease it? Maybe
if he found out what kind of a person she really was, practi‐
cally an orphan and not the most re$ned person in the world,
he’d decide to leave her alone, helping to meet the bargain.

But then again, her uncle hadn’t said anything about if her
date failed. Would he still retract the money?

“I’m just right down here in 405.” She pointed when they
reached the top of the stairs.

“Sounds good. It’s been a while since I’ve been in a dorm.
What year are you again?” Je" asked, leaning against the wall
as Abby punched in the door code.

Abby took a moment to remember the question. “Senior.”
He raised an eyebrow, a smirk causing her irritation to rise.

She pushed the door open and held it for him to walk
through. He glanced around, again with the scrunching of the
nose.

“I thought dorms were just for freshman. You willingly
live on campus?”

Shutting the door, Abby turned around to face him.
“Yeah, it’s a kind of perk, to be honest. Freshmen, sopho‐
mores, and seniors are usually on campus, while juniors tend
to live o"-campus due to the limited amount of housing avail‐
able. That’s when most people go abroad.”

“Sounds crazy to me. I’d want my own house so I
wouldn’t get written up for stupid things.”

“We like it.” She pointed down the hall. “I’m going to
hurry and change so we’re not late.”

She didn’t wait for an answer and took o", trying to
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mentally call up a picture of her closet in the few seconds
before she stood in front of it.

What would be nice enough for the big restaurant down‐
town but make it so this was a one-and-done date? She’d heard
good things about Top Shelf and that there was a reservation
list a mile long, but she’d never really been into trying to get
into restaurants like that. The fact that he’d gotten them a
table there didn’t help her chances of pushing him away, but a
girl could try.

She sorted through the clothes hanging up, resorting to
Ti"any’s closet after a couple of minutes. A red shimmery
shirt that draped a little in the front would work, along with a
pencil skirt.

It didn’t take long to change. Part of her wished she could
just cuddle up in her bed and get ready for the last classes of
the week in the morning, but if she truly wanted to enjoy
those classes, she’d need to endure the torture of the evening.

“Much better,” Je" said as she walked out.
Abby gritted her teeth. The fact that he cared so much

about how she looked just lumped him in with the whole
Harrington family.

He held out his arm, and she hesitated, thinking of the last
time she’d linked arms with Greyson.

Holding up a #nger, she ran into the bathroom, closing
the door with a click. She took several breaths and reminded
herself she needed to do this for a reason. She smoothed out a
section of hair and walked out of the room. Without looking
at Je", she walked to the door, throwing it open and walking
down the hall.

He was there in a few seconds, striding next to her. They
didn’t say much as they took the elevator back down and
walked out to his car.

The drive to the restaurant wasn’t bad for a weeknight,
although #nding a place to park was going to be a nightmare.
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Je! pulled the car up against the curb and shifted into
park.

Abby pointed out the window. “This is a no-parking zone.
You’re going to get towed.”

He "ashed her an arrogant smile, and Abby felt her contra‐
dictory side rear its head. If he wanted to get his car out of a
tow yard, she wasn’t going to say anything. The bene$t was
she could still take the bus or T home.

Once he was out of the car, she turned to see him hand o!
his keys to someone before joining her at her side of the car.
She glanced around, not seeing a valet sign of any kind. “But,
what?” Her brain was all confused, and she wondered how
that had even happened.

“I called ahead for a valet. Not a big deal.” He buttoned
up his suit coat and opened the door for her. Part of her
wished she could say she was good, wait for the door to close,
and then open it herself.

College. No debt.
She forced a smile. “Thank you.”
There was no wait as the hostess took them right back to

their table. “Your server will be right with you.” The woman
left quickly, and Abby wished she could have lingered even
just a bit longer to ease the tension pressing down.

“So, Abby, what have you been up to the past nine years?”
Je! intertwined his $ngers and laid them on the table in front
of him. From the tone, Abby wondered if this was more of an
interrogation than a setup date.

“Oh, you know, hanging out at the house. School, school.
More school.” She took a sip from the ice water in front of
her, grateful for the coolness of it. Her mouth was dry, her
tongue thick.

Je! leaned back, and once he opened his mouth, she
wondered if he was ever going to close it again. “I’ve been in
Maryland with my mom, but you probably knew that already.
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I’ve had some rough patches, got in trouble with the law, but
I’m a reformed citizen, living under the rules of my father
now.” He rested his arm on the back of the chair next to him,
giving her a coy smile.

If she wasn’t already annoyed with the man, there was no
way she could see a long-term relationship with him. She was
all for people changing their ways, but having been abandoned
time and again by her parents, she didn’t want to repeat that
for herself or for any future children.

She nodded, breathing a sigh of relief when she saw a
waiter coming in her direction.

“Are we ready to order?”
Je! jumped in "rst, detailing his order and all the changes

he wanted with it. As nice as the restaurant was, she was just
ready for something simple.

“I’ll have the fettuccine.” The waitress looked at her,
waiting for something similar to the changes her date had
required. “That should be it. Oh, a salad with ranch on the
side would be great.”

The waitress took the menu and nodded. “Salads are
included with all meals. I’ll go to the kitchen and get the food
back out here as soon as possible, okay?”

Abby nodded, wishing she could be of use to the kitchen
sta! in the back. Anything to keep from the awkward conver‐
sation she knew would happen with Je!. He’d always talked
about weird things, detailing the way his pet snake ate and
digested his food when they were twelve. She did her best to
keep a neutral expression as he began talking, not wanting him
to complain to her uncle about the kind of date she’d been.

What she hadn’t been expecting was someone to call her
name from a few feet away.

“Abby?”
She turned, seeing Carson Carver in a tailored suit. Ruby

wasn’t around him, and she wished she was. The shy girl had a
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lot of personality for someone who struggled in social
situations.

“Hey, Carson. What are you up to?”
He waved his arms around the restaurant. “Just checking

in on my place. I try to come once a week and make sure the
kitchen and sta! have everything they need. What about you?”
He turned his eyes to Je! and back to her, causing shame to
rush to her face as she realized what he’d been inferring with
the look. Basically, where was Greyson, and who was this guy?

“This is Je! Summers. He lives down the block from my
aunt and uncle.” She didn’t want to admit this was a date
because she was basically there against her will.

Carson stepped forward, his hand outstretched. “Awe‐
some. Wait, Summers as in SP Shoes?”

Je! smiled the most genuine smile she’d seen all day.
“That’s the one. My dad is the CEO.” He paused tapping his
chin. “Carson Carver. I’m surprised I haven’t met you until
now. My dad has connections with a bunch of the sports
teams in Boston.”

“Well, I did just come back last season to play for the
Breeze, so that might be the reason. One of your reps brought
in some new shoes the other day. They’re amazing. Perfect
after a long day on the ice.”

“That’s the truth. I was trying to tell Abby I’d get her
some, but she shot me down.” Je! pointed a thumb at Abby,
making her feel like she was just some random girl he’d
brought to one of the nicest restaurants in Boston.

Carson turned to Abby with a smile. “You’re missing out
if you don’t take him up on it. Well, it was good to see you and
meet you. I’ve got to head out and meet Ruby, but I hope you
both enjoy your food. I’ll see you around, Abby.” He waved as
he took long strides in the direction of the door. If only he
could’ve taken her with him.

The space between Je!’s eyebrows disappeared, and he
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looked like he’d tasted something bitter. “How do you know
Carson?”

Abby took another sip of water and smoothed out the
napkin on her skirt, thanking the waitress as she left the salads
in front of each of them. At least with food in front of them,
maybe they wouldn’t have to talk as much.

“I met him at a company party last week. He was on that
reality TV show this past summer that my work sponsored.”
Abby stuck her fork into the lettuce, dabbing the ends of it
into the ranch.

“Where do you work?” he asked, stu!ng a large forkful
into his mouth.

Abby placed her hand over her mouth until she swal‐
lowed, not wanting to show him her half-chewed food, no
matter how irritating he was.

“Love, Austen. It’s a matchmaking company over on
Beacon. I just started a few weeks ago, but I’ve really liked it so
far.” Abby smiled wide, thinking about how awesome her job
was. Never in a million years would she have thought she
could have met someone like Carson, an NHL superstar, or
even the creator of a popular #tness app, like Brennen. And
Lexi, the food truck driver. It was amazing the kind of talents
they all had.

“Matchmaking company, huh? Do they let you try their
services for free?” Je$’s eyes were intense, and Abby had to
look down to avoid the anxious feeling she got from them.

“No, I’m the writer and copy editor. Meg, the owner, gave
me a quick tour when I #rst started and I took a test, but I’m
not interested in all that right now. I’m just trying to make it
to graduation.”

Je$ leaned back in his chair, his lips curled. “What do you
want to do after you graduate?”

Abby sagged against the back of the seat, grateful he
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hadn’t said what she’d thought he was going to say, something
like, Well, you won’t have to get matched.

The main course arrived, and she was grateful in some
way, but also wondering if this was going to be the longest
dinner she’d ever had in her life.

“I haven’t really thought about it yet. I’m hoping to continue
with Love, Austen, and then we’ll see where things go.” She took
a few bites of the Fettucine, holding back a moan of satisfaction
at the flavors. This was way better than the bottled kinds she’d
been cooking for herself the last few years. “What about you?”

“I’ll probably keep working for my dad. It’s hard for him
to !re me, you know what I mean? I made it all of a week with
my stepdad’s company in Maryland before he was done.”

Abby frowned. “What did you do to get !red?”
“Let’s just say I’m not a morning person and missed what‐

ever meetings were scheduled before lunch.”
What a tool.
The dinner slowly passed, and when the waitress asked if

they wanted dessert, Abby shook her head emphatically,
hoping to get home as soon as possible.

They didn’t talk during the drive back. Some weird rap
music blared on Je#’s radio, making it so she couldn’t hear
him even if he was trying to talk to her.

When they pulled up alongside her dorm building, Je#
put the car in park but didn’t move to unbuckle his seat belt.
“Thanks for coming out with me. I know I can be a little blunt
and brash sometimes. You’re the !rst girl who hasn’t walked
out on a dinner with me.”

“Then why do you do that?” Abby couldn’t imagine why
he’d want to put himself through that kind of heartache.
Maybe it didn’t a#ect him like it did her. Every time she
thought about it, it reminded her of Greyson taking o# with
Hannah.

“I guess it’s to see how much a girl can take.” He paused123
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“I guess it’s to see how much a girl can take.” He paused
and glanced out the front window. “Growing up as the son of
a billionaire shoemaker hasn’t always been easy. It’s interesting
to see how people react when someone isn’t putting on a
front.”

Abby turned toward him, trying to decide what was going
on. It was as if a complete switch had just taken place in him,
and that sympathy she’d felt for him at brunch the other day
wormed back in just a bit.

In some ways, she was grateful she wasn’t in the public eye
like Je!, or Lance, or even Greyson, even though he tried not
to admit it much. To have everything she did scrutinized
wouldn’t go over well.

“So, everything you told me at dinner was all just to get a
reaction out of me? None of it was true?” Anger rolled
through her, and she took in a deep breath to keep from
shouting.

“Not everything. I mean, I lasted at my stepdad’s company
for over six months before getting "red.”

She turned toward the building, not sure what to say to
that. She wasn’t a fan of being lied to, and Je! was admitting
the ones he’d shared. Maybe if she just forgave him and moved
on, he wouldn’t want to go on another date.

“I need to get inside. I’ve got a bunch of classes in the
morning and a paper to "nish up.” She opened the door and
smiled at him. “Thanks for dinner.”

She hurried into the safety of her dorm, ready to sleep and
be done with the rest of the day. What she wouldn’t give to
curl up next to Greyson and watch a movie right now.
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Chapter Twenty-Three

ey, man! How goes it this morning?” Carson
called out to Greyson as he made his way to the
bank of the Charles River.

Greyson laughed, still trying to open his eyes so early on a
Saturday morning. The guys liked to begin rowing around six,
which wasn’t too early considering many rowers tried to get
onto the water earlier than that.

“It goes. Are you the !rst one here?”
Carson shook his head, pulling the boat out of the small

shed where they kept their stu". “Parker forgot something in
his car. He parked down a ways, so he might be another
minute. I haven’t seen Brennen yet.”

Greyson walked over, taking the oars out of the shed and
helping Carson set up the boat so they could get started once
all the guys arrived.

“What have you been up to, man? I didn’t see you at
dinner with Abby the other night. Aren’t you two a thing?”
Carson wiped at his forehead, a little sweat glistening on it
even in the damp cool morning.

Surprised by the comment, Greyson tried to think about
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where Carson would have been that Abby had gone out to
dinner. “What do you mean?”

Carson stood, his chest heaving a bit as he rested a hand
on his hip. “I’m saying that Abby was at my restaurant with
some guy. Summers, I think was his name?”

Hot frustration poured through his body. What would
she have been doing with Je!?

“Are you sure she was with him? At Top Shelf?” Greyson
tried to "gure out why she would have gone there and with
Je! of all people. She wasn’t into trendy restaurants and cloth‐
ing, and from all the times he’d spent with her and Je! when
they were younger, she’d always been leery of the guy. What
would have changed now? And why wouldn’t she have told
Greyson about it?

Carson nodded. “Yep. Same Abby I met at Meg’s party.
She looked a little sti!er with this guy, but I didn’t want to say
anything right then about you being together.”

Running a hand over his face, Greyson groaned. “We’re
not o$cially together, although I’d like to be.”

“Then what’s the holdup? You don’t want to lose eight
years like I did with Ruby, man. I’m just glad I got a second
chance with her, you know?”

Greyson glanced around and saw no one else coming their
direction. It was early, and all the information Carson had
given him made him even more tired than before. Sitting in
the grass next to the bank, he said, “I don’t know. I mean,
we’ve been best friends forever. I screwed things up when I left
for Princeton with another girl, and it already took a while for
her to forgive me for ghosting her. I just, I can’t hurt her,
man.”

“Who says you’re going to hurt her? Maybe she wants the
same thing and is just waiting for you to initiate it.”

Staring out at the calm river, Greyson nodded. “I’ll have to
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!gure out what she was doing with Je" in the !rst place. Then
I can see if she’d even think of me more than a best friend.”

Carson smacked Greyson’s stomach with the back of his
hand. “Don’t worry about that. I think she already does.”

The other guys came all at once, and they piled into the
boat, pushing out on the water and beginning the morning
workout.

He was grateful for the consistent motion of rowing. It
helped him think. He’d have to !nd a way to ask Abby what it
was all about.
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Chapter Twenty-Four

fter what felt like the longest week of her life, Abby
!nally got the chance to sleep in on Saturday,
waking up around nine in the morning.

“Good morning, Sleeping Beauty,” Ti"any cooed from
her desk at the other end of the room.

“I can’t believe you’re up before I am,” Abby said,
stretching her arms high over her head. She threw her covers
o", already missing the warmth in the cool room.

Ti"any shrugged, opening her eyes wide as she applied
mascara to her lashes. “I fell asleep really early last night and
didn’t stay asleep the whole night. Todd and I broke up.”

Abby frowned. “Is this the guy who took you to the
dinner cruise?”

“Yes. We made it a whole two weeks. Can you believe it?”
She paused, her mouth open as she ran the mascara brush over
her bottom lashes. “But it just didn’t work out, you know? He
goes to school an hour away, and, I mean, we hadn’t seen each
other since that night.”

Folding her arms, Abby tilted her head down, trying to
make her roommate look in her direction when she said,
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“Ti!any, are you serious? What relationship have you had that
has been over two weeks long?”

“So I haven’t found the right guy yet. That’s not the end
of the world.” She pulled lipstick out of her bag and applied it,
smacking her lips together after.

“What you mean is, you don’t want to try when things get
hard.” Abby stood, unplugging her phone from the charger
and turning it on. She still hadn’t received anything from
Greyson about what they would be doing that afternoon. And
she still had so much reading and homework to do.

When she looked up, she saw Ti!any’s eyes glaze over a bit.
“Really, Abby? You’re going to say I’m the quitter?”

Her comment stung, and Abby slumped down in her desk
chair, trying to hold in her own set of tears.

After several seconds of silence, Abby looked up and said
quietly, “We both have our own relationship problems, you
because you’re a serial dater and me because I struggle to tell
the one guy I’ve been in love with for over a decade that I have
feelings for him.”

Ti!any stood and walked over to Abby, wrapping her
arms around Abby’s neck. “You’ll be "ne. Just tell him and get
it over with. Right now is actually perfect because he’s almost
done with the app, and if he doesn’t feel the same way, you
won’t have the constant reminder of him every time you turn
around.”

“He still lives next to my aunt and uncle, though. Pretty
hard not to remember him when I have to go there for
Christmas break.”

Kneeling in front of her, Ti!any smiled wide. “Yeah, but
after graduation, you’ll be getting your own place. You won’t
have to cross paths unless it’s intentional. But we shouldn’t
even be talking like this. Of course he has feelings for you.”

“Just because you’re rooting for me to date someone
doesn’t mean you have to lie to me about him.” Abby folded
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her arms on the desk next to her and dropped her head on top
of them. It was a bit dramatic, even for her.

“Come on, Abs. He’s done everything he can to hang out
with you since he came home. Don’t you remember how he
looked at you that evening on the dinner cruise?”

Lifting her head to stare at her roommate, Abby said,
“Yeah, but I’m not dressing up like that every day, so if that’s
the only time he’s attracted to me, then good luck.”

Ti!any rolled her eyes and stood, walking back over to her
desk. “Whatever. There’s no harm in just telling him how you
feel, no matter how scary it is. You’ll at least know instead of
being stuck in this limbo you’ve been in since I’ve known
you.”

Her comment gave Abby the boost of con"dence she
needed. Admitting her feelings to Greyson was even worse
than facing her uncle right now, but she needed an answer.
“Okay, I’ll do it. When we hang out tonight, I’ll tell him I’ve
liked him for a long time and see how things turn out. If I
come back early, though, just don’t talk to me until
tomorrow.”

The idea that he could reject her pressed down on her
chest, making it di#cult to breathe.

“How about breakfast at the dining hall? I’m craving a
ham-and-cheese omelet made by someone who won’t burn it.”

“I’ll be happy if our dorm doesn’t smell like burnt food for
the next two days. We need to teach you some cooking skills.”
Abby chuckled at Ti!any’s sour expression.

“Okay, so I’m not the best cook in the world, but I’ve
survived this long. I still don’t get how you know how to cook.
The Harringtons have a cook, which means you didn’t have to
do anything.”

Abby nodded. “True, but I was often assigned to help Lita
with preparing the bigger meals. She showed me a few tricks.”
She grabbed her school ID card and slipped on some shoes.
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She didn’t bother to change her clothes as it was a Saturday
morning and most of the other students would be dressed in
pajama pants or sweats.

As they walked down the hill toward Lower Dining Hall,
she noticed a few leaves on some of the trees had already begun
to change. If only she could have the same beautiful change to
her relationship with Greyson.

I’ll pick you up in thirty minutes.
Abby checked the time stamp and saw Greyson’s text had

been sent twenty minutes before. She’d put her phone on
silent while she was in the library where she’d spent the rest of
the morning and afternoon.

Gathering up her things, she hurried back to her dorm,
jogging through the nearly empty back roads to her building.

“Whoa! Where are you going in such a hurry?” Lisa, one
of the other roommates, asked as Abby barreled past her in the
hall of their dorm room.

“Just didn’t see the time, and I’ve got to hurry.” She scram‐
bled around her room, grabbing a change of clothes and
running to brush her teeth. She’d never changed out of her
pajamas after breakfast, preferring to be more comfortable
while she read and studied. If only she’d checked her phone
sooner, she wouldn’t be trying to do ten things at once.

She threw her long hair up in a ponytail, smoothing out
the sides with her hands. Her relaxed t-shirt and jeans would
be good enough for whatever Greyson had planned for
the day.

Ti"any walked into the room and stopped, watching
Abby in a frenzy. “What are you doing?”

“Greyson is going to be here in a few minutes. I’m just
trying to look halfway decent. What have you been doing?”
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Closing the distance with a few steps, Ti!any held out a
letter to her. “I ran up to the mailbox really quick, and you got
this.”

Abby glanced at her expression, all sadness and pity. She
took the envelope from her, glancing at the return address in
the corner.

Boston Correctional Facility.
Her heart sank. It took several moments to register the fact

that her mother was trying to contact her again. Her mother
had sent it to her old dorm from last year, but she was almost
afraid of what it said on the inside.

Working up the courage, she slid her "nger through the
top of it, slicing through the envelope and getting a small
paper cut. She pulled out the paper, her stomach clenching as
she recognized the handwriting.

Abby,
I just heard that I’ll be moving to a halfway house by the

end of the month. It was one condition of my parole. I was disap‐
pointed you didn’t show up for the hearing, but I can kind of
understand why you didn’t. I’d like to see you once I get out. I’ll
leave the address at the bottom so you can contact me if you
want.

Mom
Abby scanned the rest of the document, not really regis‐

tering the words. The date of her mother getting out of prison
was in a week. She turned the envelope over and saw the post‐
mark was from almost two weeks ago. It was probably better
that she hadn’t received it sooner or she would have had more
time to worry about it. With their mailboxes all the way on
Upper Campus, she and Ti!any didn’t get up there very often
to get it, not that Abby usually got mail anyway.

“Are you okay?” Ti!any asked, sinking onto the bed next
to Abby.

“My mom is getting out of prison in a few days.”
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Ti!any shrugged. “That’s not a huge deal, right? I mean,
she can’t do anything to you now. You’re an adult and don’t
have to stay with her or anything.”

“Yeah, because aiding a theft would get me thrown in
there with her.” Abby couldn’t pull her eyes away from the
letter, even though all she saw was blurred out. She’d known
this day was possible since the last letter she’d been sent in the
spring, the one her mother had written requesting her to
appear at the hearing. There had been no date set at that
point, and Abby knew if she’d gone, it would have only made
things worse.

It was all like a dream, and she couldn’t believe it was actu‐
ally happening. Abby had never met her father, and her
mother had always struggled with addictions. There had been
a few nights throughout her childhood where her mother had
been in jail overnight for disorderly conduct or something like
that. But then she began running out of money and had
turned to stealing in order to fund them.

“She’s going to want to see me. I don’t think I can
do it.”

Ti!any wrapped her arm over Abby’s shoulder and pulled
her to her side. “If you want, I can go with you.”

Abby glanced over at her roommate, grateful for the
friendship they’d shared over the years. “I’ll think about it.”

A knock at the door brought Abby back to the time. It
was a few minutes after the thirty-minute mark Greyson had
texted her.

“I’ll get it. You #nish getting ready.” Ti!any stood and
disappeared through the door.

Abby set the letter on the desk and then turned to grab a
hoodie from her closet. She sat down on her desk chair to slip
on her sneakers and was tying them up just as she heard
Greyson’s heavy footsteps in the hall.

“Hey,” he said, leaning against the doorframe.

Abby glanced up, making a bow in the laces without133
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Abby glanced up, making a bow in the laces without
looking down. “Hey.”

He took one long stride in her direction and knelt down.
“Are you all right? What happened?” His thumb rubbed over
her cheek, sending a warm burst throughout the rest of her
face.

Her emotions were high now that he was there, and she
couldn’t say anything, the tears threatening to fall. Handing
him the letter, she worked to tie the other shoe. It took him a
few moments to read, but then he looked up and said,
“October 30th? That’s in a week.”

Abby gulped, trying to clear her airway to actually speak,
but instead her chin quivered, sending the emotions breaking
through the wall she’d built. She’d been through so much
when it came to her mom, and even though it was years later,
the thought of being rejected once more by someone who was
supposed to love her unconditionally would crush her.

Greyson reached forward and pulled her to him. “It’s
okay. We’ll !gure it out,” he said into her hair. His hand on her
back brought back that feeling of safety and some kind of
comfort.

After several minutes, Abby wiped at her tears. “Sorry
about your shirt.” She pointed to the large wet spot on his teal-
blue polo and wiped it for a moment as if that would help it
disappear faster.

“It’s just a shirt. Do you still want to go? Or we can just
hang out here if that’s better?” Greyson’s eyebrows raised as he
waited for her answer.

With a shy smile, she said, “Do you mind if we stay here
and watch a movie or something? I think that will help more
than venturing out. Raincheck on whatever you planned?”

Greyson grinned wide. “Of course. I’ll even let you pick
the movie.”

Abby chuckled, feeling the !rst loosening of her chest
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since she’d opened the envelope. “How generous of you to
o!er that option in my own apartment.”

They settled onto the couch and turned on one of Abby’s
favorite romantic comedies. She pulled her comfy blanket over
her, and as usual, Greyson lifted the corner and slid in, wrap‐
ping his arm around her. She rested her head against him,
grateful that, for the moment, she could get lost in his snug‐
gles and not worry about her mother or even what her rela‐
tionship with him was.

Abby woke up a short time later to the credits rolling up the
screen and the faint light outside replaced with darkness.
Greyson snored softly next to her on the couch, and she
smiled at him.

He must have sensed her watching him because a few
seconds later he jolted awake and blinked a few times before
his eyes focused on her. “Did we fall asleep?”

“It looks like it.”
He was still sitting upright, and when he moved, he looked

like something was sore. “How are you doing?” he asked with
a sleepy smile.

The envelope still sitting on her desk came to mind, and
she shrugged. “I wish I could say everything is good, but this is
all kind of overwhelming. I mean, my mom got arrested when
I was ten. She’s been in prison for over twelve years now, and
I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do when she’s out.”

“What do you want to do? Do you want to have a relation‐
ship with her?” Greyson’s expression was thoughtful, and
Abby took a few extra seconds to think them through.

“I don’t know. I mean, I was a kid when she left. She
missed all the drama of the preteen and teenage years. And
college so far, not that it’s much di!erent than my life in high
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school.” She bit her tongue, feeling the shame that she hadn’t
achieved all the great things she’d planned before her mother
left prison, hoping in some twisted way that her mom would
be proud of her daughter.

Greyson stretched his arms over his head and yawned.
When he relaxed back against the sti! couch, he said, “Well, if
you go, I’ll go with you. Just let me know, and I’ll make time
for it.”

Abby grinned. The look on his face was soft, and his eyes
kept "icking down to her lips and back up. She wouldn’t mind
if he kissed her right then.

His ringtone went o!, and he silenced it while it was still
in his pocket. Not ten seconds later, it rang again. He sighed
and tugged it out of his pocket. Abby was able to see
Hannah’s name right before he twisted it away from her.

“I need to take this really quick. You’re okay?” He stood,
waiting for her response.

Trying not to burst into tears, she nodded, waiting for him
to disappear out into the main hallway before she tugged the
blanket over her and sobbed. How could she even have
dreamed that they could be together when Hannah still had
her claws in him?

The ache in her chest told her she wasn’t going to be able
to stay in limbo for much longer. And she couldn’t fake it
anymore. She either needed to tell him how she felt and be
done, or hope that he felt the same way.
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Chapter Twenty-Five

hat do you want, Hannah?” The anger roared
in his voice, and he took a breath, knowing
that yelling wasn’t going to solve much.

“What do you mean? I’ve been trying to get you to pick
up the phone by yourself for weeks and the call you picked up
the other day doesn’t count because your mother asked you to.
Your one-word text messages are not helping. What is going
on?” Her demanding tone increased his irritation somewhat,
but he pushed it to the side, knowing he had to make sure this
was over, even though he’d already told her they were !nished
before he came back to Boston.

He leaned his back against the wall several doors down
from Abby’s door. He didn’t want her to overhear or misun‐
derstand anything in the conversation.

“What I mean is that we’re over, Hannah, so I think you
should stop calling me.”

She let out a cry. “We are not over. You left saying you
needed time. It’s been weeks since you went home, and I want
to see you. I’ll even drive up tonight if you want.”

Greyson closed his eyes and shook his head against the
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wall. “No, I said I needed space and that I didn’t think we were
a good match. We are done. I don’t want to date you anymore.
We just don’t work like we used to.”

He could hear the sobs through the line, softening his
anger just a hair. “Please, Greyson. I love you.”

“I’m not sure you know what those words mean. Please,
let’s just remember the good times and move on. You deserve
someone who wants the kind of life you want, and I just need
a fresh start.”

Silence lasted several long moments before she !nally
spoke. “Why? Why are you giving up on us?”

He sucked in a breath. “Because we’re so di"erent,
Hannah. You want the socialite life, and I’d rather be hanging
out at home with a movie and some popcorn.” He thought of
the relaxed evening he’d just spent with Abby, and although he
was still irritated she’d gone on a date with Je", he didn’t know
the whole story yet, something he wanted to !gure out. But it
was the time he’d spent with her that he wanted.

She didn’t expect him to get dressed up every time they
went out, hoping to be seen on the arm of one of Boston’s
future billionaires. And she didn’t think his work in IT was
worthless, that he should be striving for the head of the
company when he was loving what he did to help his family’s
business without taking on all the stress that came with the
day-to-day operations.

“We had fun,” he said when she hadn’t responded, “but
you need someone who wants to do some of the things you
like to do.”

“I’m not giving you another chance, Greyson. If we’re
done, we’re done. Forever.”

He nodded and smiled. “I get that. I wish you luck,
Hannah.” He pulled the phone away and pressed the red
button to hang up.

Striding back down the hallway, he punched in the code to
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the room and found Abby asleep on the couch. He walked
over and tugged the blanket out from under her, covering her
shoulders.

He stood there for several seconds, watching her relaxed
face. Trailing his !ngers over her cheek, he smiled. There was a
lot he’d do for this girl, and if he had to meet her mother
without physical violence for all the crap she’d put Abby
through, he’d do it. But he’d make sure she knew what kind of
a girl her daughter was and why she’d missed out on a lot.
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Chapter Twenty-Six

hen Abby woke up, she found a small Post-it
note next to her on the couch.

I didn’t want to wake you. Call me later.
Thanks for the nap.

She laughed, sitting up and stretching. Pulling her phone
from her pocket, she found it was nearly one in the morning.
How she’d fallen asleep again was a mystery, especially since
she’d slept through the movie too.

Even now, too many emotions overwhelmed her, and she
tried to breathe in slowly, knowing it was the best way for her
to relax enough to go back to sleep.

What had he talked to Hannah about? For someone he
said he’d broken up with, the girl still called and texted a lot.

Abby brushed it o!. She wasn’t going to let that get her
down. There were too many things coming up that she needed
to focus on. Papers for class, "nalizing the settings for the app
so it could be sent to beta testers, and, of course, preparing for
her mother.

As determined as she’d been to confront Greyson about
her feelings right then, she needed to wait until all those
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happened !rst. Because if he still wanted to be friends, the
heartbreak was going to cause delays in everything, and she
couldn’t just drop all the balls she was juggling.

Sitting in the dark of the common room, Abby bit her
upper lip, trying to decide if she should go see her mother or
not. All the feelings of abandonment surged, the same thing
she’d felt when Greyson decided to go to college two states
away without talking to her about it. It was something that
could paralyze her, and she didn’t like being so vulnerable.

She saw a message from her uncle, and her stomach
dropped, not ready for whatever he needed from her now.

Jeff is going to ask for another date. Accept him.
Dropping her head back against the top of the couch, she

groaned. How was she going to make it through one more
date with the tool? If he exaggerated to see its e"ect on her
again, she’d leave and not look back.

She thought about when he’d come to the brunch and
how her cousins had been so interested in him. Could she
suggest a group kind of thing? Maybe not being one-on-one
would help her relax and even sway his attention to someone
else.

But it was too late to think about that right now. She just
needed to sleep, knowing that in the next few days, she’d know
where her life was heading and who she would be keeping
in it.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

here have you been all morning?” Grayson’s
mother asked as he walked into the kitchen.

Glancing at the clock, he saw it was past
nine in the morning. It would have been nice to get a workout
in earlier, but he’d been exhausted from the night before.
Everything that had happened, from Abby learning about her
mother’s parole to the phone call with Hannah, had gone
through his mind at least !fty times throughout the night,
making it hard to sleep.

“Just needed to sleep in,” he said, sneaking one of the
strawberries she’d just cut when she turned her back.

“If you’re working too hard, just make sure to tell your
father you need some time. You don’t want to be on your way
to a heart attack.” She patted his cheek with the palm of her
hand.

Greyson shook his head, irritation spreading like a web
across his chest. “Mom, I’ll be !ne. I’m not going to have a
heart attack. That’s why I work out so much. As far as telling
them I need to slow down, I’d like to see you try to win that
argument.”
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The door opened and closed, and Greyson peeked around
the corner to see who it was. “Karly, what are you doing
here?”

His little sister had her earbuds in, and it took a moment
for her to notice him. She pulled one of the ear buds out and
said, “Huh?”

“Karly, I’m so glad you’re home.” Their mother walked
over and enveloped Karly in a hug.

“Uh, thanks, Mom. I just had to grab a few things and
!gured I’d do it today. What are you all up to?” She tucked her
phone into a pocket on her workout pants, looking between
Greyson and their mother for an answer.

“Just getting up,” Greyson said, taking another strawberry
slice and popping it into his mouth. His mother smacked his
bicep with the back of her hand.

“Those are for our special guest who should be here in the
next hour. Greyson, you should probably shower and put on
something better than a t-shirt and basketball shorts.” A
glimmer of mischief shone in her eyes, and since she was
directing the comments only to him, suspicion rose
within him.

Shaking his head, he said, “What have you done, Mom?”
“Well, if you aren’t going to go for Hannah—”
“Please tell me you did not invite her here today.” It was

the angriest he’d ever been at his mother, his chest tight and
heat rushing up his neck. He took a few breaths, not wanting
to blow up at her completely.

Maria Campbell smiled and batted her lashes a few times.
“I might have made a call or two.”

With his hand pointed at her, he gritted his teeth, trying to
!gure out the best way to get through to her. “Hannah and I
broke up. Finito. We are done dating. The fact that you would
call her behind my back to try and arrange this, well, that’s
something I can’t believe you’d stoop to. Mom, please just
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leave me alone when it comes to relationships. I’ll !gure it
out.”

Tears formed in her eyes, and for the !rst time, Greyson
didn’t care. He turned and ran up the stairs, !nding his tennis
shoes and slipping them on.

Instead of going for a run, he grabbed his keys. Allowing
the tires to squeal as he left the driveway, he drove, trying to
get a handle on his thoughts.

How was it that even the people closest to him didn’t take
him seriously when he said something? He’d always tried to be
agreeable to a certain extent, standing up for what he believed
when it was necessary, but it was getting to the point where he
needed to be !rm and then move on.

He drove for a few hours along some of the backroads and
through various neighborhoods, trying to calm down in the
process.

His brain was so occupied that he didn’t realize where he’d
ended up, almost on autopilot. He maneuvered the car next to
the curb down the hill from Abby’s dorm as there weren’t any
other parking spots closer. He’d been lucky to !nd this one, to
be honest, with most of the cars lined up outside St. Ignatius
Church.

Trudging up the steep incline, he saw something that
made him pause. Abby waited as Je" opened the door to his
sports car and then slid into the passenger seat. Her chestnut
hair was down, waves #owing over her shoulders, and she
looked as though she wore makeup, something he wasn’t used
to seeing on her, except for the dinner cruise anyway.

He ducked behind the trunk of a tree, trying not to let
them see him but in a spot where he could at least hear part of
their conversation.

“Are you ready?” Je" asked, plastering on his slimy smile.
Greyson turned to see Abby’s expression, surprised at the

smile she gave him. It wasn’t all-out, but it was cordial, some‐
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thing he couldn’t understand. She’d always had a radar for fake
people, so what caused her to hang out with one of the fakest
people Greyson had ever met?

Abby nodded. “Yep. Let’s go.” She paused a moment and
asked, “Where are we going, exactly?”

“It’s a surprise.”
That was the last thing Greyson heard as the car started up

and Je! maneuvered it out into the tra"c buzzing by.
Greyson’s heart beat nearly out of his chest, his neck tight‐

ening with the mixture of jealousy and anger roaming through
him. He wasn’t sure he’d ever understand what had just
happened. The night before, he’d been comforting Abby
about her mother. And here she was, going out with another
guy.

For some reason, he could hear a voice he couldn’t
pinpoint saying he’d never actually made a move, never
declared his feelings for her. He tried to believe it, but each
time he thought about Abby and Je! together, he cringed. If
she was into a guy like Je! these days, there was no way he’d
have a chance with her.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight

bby had never been more excited to arrive back at
her dorm than she was that evening. Her cheeks
hurt from all the fake smiling she’d done at Je!’s

awkward jokes. She’d tried to give several hints that she wasn’t
interested in him, hoping that by calling him a friend to
everyone they spoke to that he’d get the hint.

She sat outside on the small wall that led into her building,
enjoying the cool evening weather.

Taking out her phone, she opened a message to Greyson,
knowing she needed to tell him how she felt. On the o!
chance he felt the same, maybe dating the son of a di!erent
billionaire would help her uncle see she wasn’t willing to keep
dating Je!.

Was she ready for all that, though? Was she ready for life as
she knew it to change drastically? Because rejecting Je!
Summers would mean she’d have to "nd other ways of paying
for college. Even with her current job, it would take much
longer to pay o! her tuition while still trying to survive with
the high price of rent and the other costs of living in the city.
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Sure, she could get a student loan, but if she could !gure out
something else, she’d take it.

Hey. Do you have time to talk? She paused, staring at the
screen for several seconds. I’m open tomorrow before I head to
work. Maybe we could grab breakfast or something?

The screen went black as she waited for an answer from
him, stirring up the anxiety she’d had around the time he’d left
for Princeton. Was he going to do the same thing? Had the
phone call to Hannah been the opportunity for them to make
up and get back together?

Shaking her head, she walked inside, trying to calm down.
She only hoped she’d be able to tell him how she felt, no
matter if he was with Hannah or not.

Closure was what she was looking for, and she was done
with sitting by and hoping he would understand. If she never
spoke up, she’d regret it for the rest of her life.

Greyson saw the texts the next morning. It was already eight
o’clock, and Abby hadn’t messaged him anymore. He’d spent
the night furious as he recreated the scene with Abby and Je"
in his mind at least a dozen times.

He’d managed to avoid his home long enough that when he
arrived back home after seeing Abby with Jeff, there was no sign
of Hannah or his mom, giving him some time to be left alone.

He clicked on the box to begin typing out a message, but
his thumbs hovered over the screen, not sure what to say. It
would be easy to just forget about her, to move on and lock his
heart even tighter this time around. He’d been so determined
when he came back from New Jersey to focus on his career
and worry about women later, but something about Abby had
drawn him in, even more than Hannah had before.

Sorry, I just saw this. Today is kind of busy, but let me know147
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Sorry, I just saw this. Today is kind of busy, but let me know
another day you’re free this week.

It hurt to type the words, knowing the only reason she’d
want to talk to him would be to tell him about Je!. He’d done
the same for her with Hannah because they’d always promised
to talk to one another about everything. But look where that
had gotten them. The ache and feelings he had for Abby now
were something he’d never experienced in his prior relation‐
ship, and the fact that she was dating the scumbag down the
street didn’t settle as well.

Okay, I’ll let you know. I hope your day is going well.
He wasn’t sure whether he should be happy or frustrated

with her.
Exiting the messaging app, he found Jorge’s phone

number and dialed.
“Hey, man,” he said when Jorge answered.
“Greyson, how’s it going?”
“It’s going. I was curious when you think you’ll be back

from Georgia?”
Jorge chuckled. “I’m actually boarding a plane as we speak.

I should be back in a couple of hours. What’s up?”
Greyson ran a hand through his hair and blew out a

breath. “My schedule at work is slammed next week, and I
didn’t want to just forget about the Love, Austen project. Do
you have time for me to update you on it and hand everything
back over?”

He sat in front of his computer and clicked on the calen‐
dar. In reality, he only had one meeting Wednesday morning,
but the sooner he removed himself from contact with the girl
he was falling for but was too late to tell, the better o! he’d be.

“Yeah, man. Of course. Thanks for taking care of them for
this long. I really appreciate it.”

“How’s your dad doing?”
“Better,” Jorge said. “It was touch and go there for a while,
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but he should be leaving the hospital in the morning. I
thought about staying longer, but he’s already got my mother
to fuss over him. I don’t think he’d survive with me there too.”

Greyson chuckled, thinking of the man he’d met a few
years ago. Jorge’s father’s picture had to be next to the word
independent in the dictionary.

After chatting another minute or two, Greyson hung up
and scrubbed his face with his hands. He couldn’t get the
scene of Abby getting into Je!’s car out of his head. Why
couldn’t he have realized how much he liked her just a couple
of days sooner? Then he might have had a chance with her.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

bby glanced over the press release Meg needed edits
for, her mind miles away from the Love, Austen
o!ce. Greyson was usually really good at

responding to things, and even though it had been a relief to
receive his short response that morning, she hadn’t heard from
him again, sending her brain into a spiral.

She focused on the words in front of her, adding a few
commas and restructuring a sentence to read easier. But her
mind kept drifting back to her long-time best friend, spinning
possible scenarios of what could have happened. Big project at
work. Lost phone.

The bell above the door rang, and she glanced up, able to
see who it was directly through her o!ce door. A guy with jet-
black hair walked through the door, heading straight for the
reception desk.

“Hey, Jorge,” Ti"any said.
Abby recognized him from the few times she’d met him as

Greyson’s college roommate. If he was back, did that mean
Greyson was done working on the matchmaking app? She
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paused, straining to hear the conversation between him and
her roommate.

“How is your dad doing?”
Jorge’s voice came out much deeper than she’d expected,

the lower tones making it harder to hear. She stood, stepping
toward the door so she could hear.

“My mom is practically living at the rehab center, and I
just !gured it was time to come home. How has it been
working with Greyson?”

Abby peeked around the doorframe, seeing the man
leaning on the desk.

Ti"any laughed, her eye catching Abby’s. “I talked to him
once or twice, but Abby was the one who worked with him
the most. Abby?” she called out to her.

Abby took in a deep breath, pushing down the emotions
so close to the surface. She needed to know why Greyson
wasn’t there and why he hadn’t texted, but she already had a
feeling it wasn’t going to be what she wanted to hear.

Stepping out of her o#ce, she said, “Yes?”
Ti"any waved her forward, and Abby took a few reluctant

steps. “This is Jorge, our IT guy. I think you communicated
through email before Greyson came.”

Jorge turned and smiled at her. “Abby! It’s been a while. I
didn’t realize you were the one I was emailing. How have
things been with Greyson? Has he been treating you well?”

His question threw her off guard, and it took several seconds
before her brain was able to come up with anything coherent.
“It’s good to see you too. Yes, he’s been good to work with. Is he
not coming in with you today?” She’d hoped the question
would be innocent, but she caught the concern on Tiffany’s face.

Jorge shook his head. “No, he said something about a lot
going on this week. I know his dad wants to do some upgrades
on their software and Greyson has been pushing him o" until
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I returned.” They stood in silence for several seconds before he
spoke again. “Are there any issues you need me to go through
right now? I just wanted to check in since I was in the area.”

Ti!any shrugged and turned her attention to Abby.
“I don’t think we have anything just yet. All the informa‐

tion has been put into the document Greyson asked for, and I
was just waiting for the #le to go through and make sure every‐
thing was correct before you send it to beta testers.”

“Awesome,” Jorge said, patting the counter. “Let me know
if you need anything.” He waved and turned to leave.

When the door closed, Ti!any leaned forward and whis‐
pered, “What was that about? Did Greyson not tell you he
wasn’t going to work on the app anymore?” Something about
her tone caused Abby’s defenses to rise.

“I told him I wanted to talk and he said he couldn’t today.
But I usually get at least a quick text throughout the day. It’s
all radio silence right now, and I’m confused that he wouldn’t
have told me about being done.”

The door opened again, and Meg walked in, sipping from
an insulated cup. “Hey, girls. What’s going on?”

“I actually need to go #nish editing that thing for you,
Meg,” Abby said, inching her way to the door. “I should have
the whole thing ready by the end of the day.” Before either of
them could say anything, she turned and took several long
strides to her o$ce, shutting the door once inside.

Frustration webbed through her chest. She’d thought they
were making progress at communicating, but something
was o!.

Knowing she wouldn’t be able to concentrate on the
editing she needed to do, she grabbed her backpack and rushed
outside, jogging to the T stop where the train was pulling up.

The ride took about twenty minutes, during which her
brain went faster than she could control. Stepping out at one
of the downtown stops, she walked in the direction of the
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large business building with the words Campbell & Sons, Inc.
in bright orange letters over the front entrance.

“Greyson Campbell, please.”
The receptionist looked her up and down as if sizing her

up and !nally picked up the receiver and dialed. After a few
seconds’ pause, the woman made the request and then waited,
agreeing several times before hanging up.

“He’s in a meeting right now. May I take a message?”
“Do you know how long the meeting will last?”
The woman shook her head. “It’s a meeting with the

board and several of the higher-ups. At least another hour
or so.”

Abby nodded. “Will you tell him to call Abby? I’d really
appreciate it.”

After watching the woman write down the message, Abby
said goodbye and headed out of the building. She walked for a
few blocks, close to the water, and saw the familiar food truck,
Roll With It.

There was no line right now since the lunch rush was over,
and she stepped up to the window, breathing in the smell of
fresh baked goods. A familiar face stepped toward the window
with a smile.

“Hey, Abby. What brings you here today?” Lexi asked,
pulling on some plastic gloves.

“Just in the neighborhood. Can I get a piece of tres lech‐
es?” Abby asked, nodding her head in the direction of the
cake.

“Of course. How are things?”
Abby shrugged her shoulders, trying to !nd the words to

describe the mixture of frustration and worry that had kept
her body tense throughout the day. “It’s going. I just stopped
by to see Greyson, but he was in a meeting.”

“Are you two dating, then? I think you’d make a great
couple.” Lexi leaned over the counter and handed Abby a
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paper plate with the cake on top. Abby tried to hand her a !ve-
dollar bill, but Lexi shook her head. “This one’s on the house.”

Abby thought about her words, trying to decide what to
say. “We’re not dating, even though I’ve wanted to date him
for forever. We have a lot of history, but I think I’ll forever be
in the friend zone. He’s just been weird lately, hasn’t been
returning my texts like he usually does, and I’m worried he’s
going to avoid me forever. I don’t even know what I’ve done
to deserve it, really.”

She thought through all their past interactions, and the
only thing she could think of was the dates with Je" Summers.
But she hadn’t told Greyson anything about that. Could he
have found out somehow? It was something to ask him.

“Oh, girl, sometimes it takes a little longer to realize we
like someone than we think. But don’t close the door on him
completely. He might just surprise you.” Lexi smiled at her,
her expression softening to almost a look of pity.

“Thank you,” Abby said, cutting a piece of the cake with a
fork and sticking it in her mouth. Turning around, she saw a
few people lining up behind her. “I’ll let you get back to work.
Good luck.”

Abby sat on the bench where she and Greyson had shared
several of the treats from Lexi’s truck a couple of weeks ago,
wondering what to do about the whole situation.

Her phone rang, and she scrambled to get it out of her
pocket in the hopes that it was Greyson. But the number was
one she hadn’t seen in several years, and she !rst hesitated to
answer, not sure she was quite ready for that.

“Hello?” she said, breathing in and out slowly.
“Abigail, this is your grandmother. Your mom would like

to see you in the next few days. I just picked her up from
prison yesterday. Will you come?” The rasp of her grandmoth‐
er’s voice brought back several memories, mostly showcasing
the woman’s anger. Abby had spent several nights falling
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asleep in the closet to avoid being punished for things she
couldn’t have done as a young girl.

Hesitating, Abby wasn’t sure what to say. “I don’t know if
I can do that.” Frustration seeped into her words, and as much
as she wanted to just hang up on the woman who hadn’t tried
to raise her, she was also grateful for it. The Hamiltons weren’t
the most loving or caring people in the world, but she’d never
had to worry about when or what she’d eat, never had to
worry about the electricity being turned o! or hiding the
bruises she received from her mother and grandmother.

But part of her was curious, wondering what her mother
would say if Abby decided to show up. Had she really changed
that much over the past decade in jail? Abby had been so
young when she’d been taken away that it seemed almost
impossible for something like that to happen, but at the same
time, she needed some kind of closure.

“I’ll come tomorrow, Grandma. But I won’t stay long. I
have classes and work I have to schedule around.” Without
waiting for the response, she hung up the phone and settled
back into the bench.

She started a text message to Greyson, wanting him to be
there when she saw her mother for the "rst time in years, but
after typing a few sentences, she deleted them. Part of her
wanted to know if he’d contact her later like he said he would.
She’d done everything she could to talk to him, having texted a
couple times.

If he was going to repeat his performance from his time
dating Hannah, she wasn’t going to stick around and wait to
be hurt again, no matter how long it would take to get
over him.
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Chapter Thirty

hat was that in there?” Greyson’s dad asked
the next day, his face turning red as he loomed
over Greyson’s desk. They’d just !nished a

meeting with all the board and other members, going over
things that needed to be changed in the current operating
system their vendors and franchisees used.

Greyson sat back, folding his arms across his chest. “What
do you mean? I just said your idea would be redundant in the
monthly reports.”

His father pointed his !nger at Greyson. “You’re my son,
but you’re not one of the upper management. You need to
remember that when we’re talking to the rest of the company.
I can’t be undermined in front of all of them.”

“I’m sorry, Dad,” Greyson said, running a hand through
his hair. “I just !gured it would be better for everyone to know
what was possible and what would be the better avenue to go
when it came to changing the software. I can do everything we
talked about in the meeting, but some of it will just be a waste
of time.” His tone was even and calm, allowing his father to
ease up a bit.
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His father slumped into a chair and rubbed his hands over
his face. “I’m sorry, Greyson. It’s been a rough couple of days.
You’re doing a great job with all this, and we’ve never had such
a smooth operating system. How are you liking being home?”

Greyson waited a few seconds, trying to gather his
thoughts. “It’s di!erent, but I needed to come back, needed to
start over here and live my life.”

“Without Hannah.” It was more a statement than a ques‐
tion. His dad’s eyes had narrowed, searching Greyson’s face for
something. He’d always been a wild card when it came to
Hannah, and Greyson wasn’t sure which way he currently
leaned.

“Yeah, I mean, there are some boundaries that shouldn’t
be crossed by anyone. And the more I’m home, the more I see
how blinded I was while dating her.”

As he intertwined his #ngers and placed them under his
chin, the corner of his father’s mouth turned up. “And what
about Abby?”

“What about Abby?”
“Are you telling me you don’t have feelings for her?”
Surprise mixed with embarrassment $ew through him.

He’d always thought his dad didn’t notice who he hung out
with or who he had feelings for, but he must have known
something. Or talked to his wife.

“I do, Dad. But I think she’s going after Je! Summers.”
His dad shook his head, his expression more con#dent

than Greyson felt. “There’s no way she’d go after someone like
him. Abby has always had a good head on her shoulders, and
even when she #rst arrived at the Hamiltons, she was a good
in$uence, despite her background. What gave you that
impression?”

“I saw them, Dad.” Greyson leaned forward, emotions he
couldn’t name surging forward. “She got into his car and was
laughing.”
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A chuckle caused Greyson’s head to snap up to look at
his dad.

“I’m sorry, son. But if you think about it, that just
sounds ridiculous. Have you asked her why she was with
him?”

“No.” Greyson thought back to the several text messages
and calls he’d ignored from her over the past couple days,
thinking it would be easier to avoid them rather than face the
truth about her new boyfriend being the most arrogant jerk
on the planet.

His dad stood, tapping the desk a couple of times. “You
might want to do that. If anything, you’ll know for sure.” He
strode over to the door and turned back. “Get whatever done
you need to and then knock o! early. Talking to her sooner
rather than later would be better. Trust me.”

“Wait, Dad,” Greyson said right before his father shut the
door. “You’re okay with me having feelings for her?”

Another deep rumble of laughter escaped from his father,
and he nodded. “I may be a tough CEO of this company, but I
know how important love can be in life. As much as your
mother tries to meddle, she’s just trying to help. But Abby has
more character and honor than I’ve seen in many women
who’ve been around our family. I think if you truly love Abby,
your mother will come around.”

Greyson nodded, feeling that sliver of hope ignite again.
He still didn’t know if he’d missed his chance to share how he
felt about Abby, but maybe it wasn’t too late.

He turned o! his computer and walked out of his o"ce
toward the elevators.

“Greyson, I’m glad I caught you. I forgot to give this
message to you yesterday after your meeting.” The secretary
from the front desk handed him a paper, and on it was
scrawled Call Abby.

“Thank you,” he said, jabbing his #nger into the down
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arrow of the elevator. He caught the T just before it left the
stop.

The entire ride, he worked through several things he could
say to her, hoping she’d forgive him for not answering her back
right away. He just hoped his pride didn’t get in the way this
time.

“Where’s Abby?” Greyson asked, glancing into her o!ce at
Love, Austen. He turned his head in Ti"any’s direction and
frowned.

“Not here,” she said, her tone more sour than he’d ever
heard.

Taking a few steps toward her, he said, “I get that. I need
to talk to her.”

For the #rst time since he walked in, she looked at him, her
eyes judging him, for what he didn’t know.

“Now you want to talk to her? After basically repeating
what you did to her when you were dating Hannah?”

“What do you mean?” He’d ignored a couple of texts, but
it wasn’t like he’d said anything wrong.

“You’ve got to be kidding, right? You didn’t answer any of
her calls or texts for several days. Didn’t you realize that would
trigger some of the things she went through when you dated
Hannah?” Ti"any’s voice had risen in volume, and Greyson
glanced around the o!ce, hoping no one else was in the
building at the moment.

“I was just working through some things. When I stopped
by your dorm a few days ago, she was getting into the car with
a guy I can’t stand.”

Ti"any nodded, her eyebrows raised to her hairline. “Yeah,
the scumbag, Je" Summers. Her uncle basically told her she
had to go on a couple of dates with him or he wouldn’t pay
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her tuition this year. She !gured it wouldn’t be that awful, but
he’s kind of a jerk.”

“Not kind of. He de!nitely is a jerk.” Greyson’s mind
whirred as all the information went through his brain. “So, she
doesn’t like him, right?”

Ti"any rolled her eyes and let her head drop back onto the
top of her seat. “No, duh. She likes you. She’s always liked
you.”

Greyson opened his mouth to respond, but her emphasis
on always made him pause. Always. Had she liked him even
while he was dating Hannah?

“Where is she now?”
“She went to see her mother.” Again the tone was #at, and

he knew things weren’t good. He’d told Abby he would go
with her to see her mom. Had that been what she’d wanted to
talk to him about? And he’d been the idiot to not even try to
reach out because of his pride?

He clapped his hands once and said, “Thank you,” before
turning and running out the door. He waved down a cab that
was passing, giving him directions to the neighborhood where
he thought Abby had grown up. He’d been there once or
twice, usually as a friend to help Abby pick up whatever she
needed or to drop something o" to her grandmother. But that
had been several years before, and he hoped he could
remember the house.

As the cab slowed down because of tra$c, Greyson’s
stomach tightened even more. He just hoped he wasn’t too
late and that she’d be okay.
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Chapter Thirty-One

bby took a deep breath as she stood outside the old
home from her childhood. The peeling paint and
falling gutter made the place look even worse than

she remembered. And with the grass up above her knees, she
just had to tell herself she didn’t have to stay long.

She knocked on the door, tossing her hair over her
shoulder and straightening her teal blouse. When she heard
footsteps coming closer, she raised her head, determined to be
strong. There had been so many moments that morning when
she’d wished for Greyson to be there with her, to comfort her
on the way over. But she wasn’t going to depend on him for
the rest of her life. This was something she needed to do for
herself: facing her past and knowing she was stronger for it.

The door opened a crack, and Abby’s heart pounded
against her chest. “Abigail,” the familiar rasp said. Her grand‐
mother opened the door all the way. “Your mother is waiting
for you in the kitchen.” She stepped back, allowing Abby to
enter.

The house hadn’t changed at all in the past twelve years,
but the stench that had been there before had only grown
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worse. She did her best to inhale through her mouth, knowing
it wouldn’t do any good to show weakness in front of her
mother.

Abby stopped at the threshold to the kitchen, able to see
her mother sitting on a chair with her back against the wall,
eyes closed as she inhaled from a lit cigarette. She looked much
older and worn than Abby remembered, and for several
seconds she thought about turning around and walking out,
saying she’d tried and was done. But the curiosity of why her
mother would want to talk to her after all these years kept her
rooted to the spot.

Deciding to get it over with, she stepped forward, keeping
a neutral expression on her face. “Hey, Mom.”

Her mother opened her eyes and blinked several times
before she sat up, jabbing the cigarette into the ashtray. She
stood, smiling wide enough to hide her eyes. In a few steps, she
was inches from Abby and had wrapped her arms around her.

“Baby girl,” she cooed, causing Abby to tense. Her mother
had only called her that a couple of times, usually when things
were good for a day or two before the next binge.

She stepped back, keeping her hands on Abby’s shoulders
as she looked her up and down. “Well, now, it looks like your
aunt has been treating you well. You look all fancy.”

“It’s good to see you out…” She let her voice trail o!, not
wanting to say the word prison.

“It’s good to be out. I felt like I’d never be able to see the
city again. What are you up to these days? Did you get any of
my letters?”

Abby thought about the small bundle she kept in her
sock drawer. She’d only read the very first letter her mother
had sent and it had taken her weeks to build up to reading it.
She’d avoided reading the rest, knowing that the more she
read them, the more she’d long for the things that could have
been.

With a curt nod, she said, “Yes. And as for what I’m doing,162
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With a curt nod, she said, “Yes. And as for what I’m doing,
I’m working and I’ll graduate from college in the spring.”

“Yeah, I gathered that much from your aunt when I called
for your number. It’s in my phone, I just hoped I’d hear from
you !rst.” Instead of anger, her voice conveyed more sadness
and disappointment.

“Mom, I couldn’t. There was so much there that I’m still
trying to unpack. But because of the fact that you left me time
and again to be with a guy or to do other things I prefer not to
think about, it’s taken me a long time to get over that aban‐
donment. And I needed to get over it.”

Her mom reached up and touched a piece of hair, moving
it out of Abby’s eye. “I know, girl. I shouldn’t have done all
that. I was never a good mother to you, and I’m sorry. Now
you’re all grown up and I’ve missed that chance.”

Abby turned the words over in her mind, trying to decide
how she felt about the confession. “You haven’t lost it
completely.” The words surprised even her.

The look on her mother’s face was of relief and excite‐
ment. “What do you mean?”

Breathing in, she tried to smile. “I mean that we can
maybe start over. We can go to lunch sometime and get to
know one another now. Are you sober?” Her voice held more
steel on the last sentence than she’d ever heard, but she didn’t
want to begin a relationship knowing she’d be left in the dust
again. Just like with Greyson.

“I’m sober. Have been since I got locked up.” Her mother
stepped back, the corners of her mouth turning down as mois‐
ture !lled her eyes. It was the !rst time she’d ever seen humility
from her mother.

The stench of the place seemed to move back to her nose,
and Abby noticed her grandmother had entered the room, her
legs wrapped in bandages, just as they were when she was
a kid.
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“I’ve got to run and get a paper written, but here’s my
number.” She saw a small piece of paper with a pencil sitting
next to it on the counter and walked over to write down her
cell number. “Just call me, and we’ll !gure out when and
where.”

Wiping her hands on the sides of her jeans, Abby hesi‐
tated, not sure whether to hug or not.

Her mother reached forward, bringing the smell of smoke
with her as she hugged her once again. “Thank you for
coming,” she said in her ear.

Emotions swept over Abby, and all she could do was nod
before turning and walking out the door. The fresh air was
refreshing to her lungs, and she breathed in deeply. Something
was freeing in the fact that she’d been able to survive a meeting
with her mother and grandmother and not yell and curse like
she’d imagined dozens of times over the years.

Now she just needed to get back to school and pound out
another eight-page paper.

She got into the car she’d borrowed from Ti#any and
drove o#, grateful to join the rush-hour tra$c and have a
chance to ponder on everything that happened.
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Chapter Thirty-Two

y the time Greyson arrived at the familiar old home,
he saw no sign that Abby was still there. But then
again, he wasn’t sure how she would have gotten

there without a car, and neither hers nor Ti!any’s was nearby.
He ran up to the door and knocked, not sure of a plan.
“What do you want?” an older woman asked, opening the

door.
“Is Abby here by chance?” He tried to glance inside, only

seeing dark shapes and little beams of the descending sun
coming through the windows.

“She just left.”
“Who is it, Mom?” came a voice from behind the woman.

After several seconds, Abby’s mother appeared in the door‐
way. She looked similar to Abby in some ways, the same color
of eyes, same cheekbones. But the rest of her looked worn and
weary.

“Greyson, right? You live next door to my sister.”
Greyson nodded. “Sorry, I’m in a rush to #nd your, uh,

your daughter. Do you know where she went after here?”
Abby’s mother slipped out of the door, shutting it tightly
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behind her. “I’m not sure, but she gave me her phone number.
What is it you need her for?”

Taking a step o! the cracked porch, Greyson shrugged. “I
just need to talk to her about something.”

“Are you her boyfriend?” the woman asked. Her intense
stare had him feeling like she could see through him.

He shifted his weight to the other leg. “No, I’m her best
friend, or was.” The words pulled at his chest, guilt coursing
through him and making it di"cult to swallow from the
sudden rush of emotion.

“Why do you say that?”
“We’ve just had some miscommunication that past, um,

few days. I just hope she’ll forgive me.”
The woman took a step out of the house and gave him a

small smile. “She will. She’s the kind of person who can under‐
stand and forgive.” She paused a moment and then asked, “Do
you want to be her boyfriend?”

Greyson chuckled, the awkwardness of the conversation
overshadowed by his mind spinning. The question solidi$ed
his feelings for her, that without Abby in his life, things would
never be as good as they could with her by his side.

“Yes, yes I do.”
“Well, then. Go get her. Treat her better than I have.” The

woman’s voice choked with emotion at the end.
“I will. Nice, uh, nice to meet you.” Greyson jogged back

to the cab and told the driver to maneuver through the back
roads to Boston College.

How had he messed up things so badly in such a short
time? He ran through a dozen ways to ask forgiveness before
they pulled up outside the building. It was nearing night, the
sky darkening by the minute, and he was grateful for all the
students milling outside the building, allowing him the chance
to slip in through the unlocked doors.

He ran up the stairs, adrenaline fueling him forward.
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Taking a couple deep breaths before he knocked, he
waited to hear footsteps, hoping Abby had come back
there.

Ti!any opened the door and shook her head. “She’s not
here.”

He shifted over a step and knocked his head on the wall a
couple of times. Then he stood straight and asked, “Do you
know where she is? I need to talk to her now.”

Ti!any folded her arms and leaned against the doorframe.
“About what?”

“That I’m pretty sure I’m an idiot and want her to forgive
me.”

With her eyes narrowed, Ti!any scrutinized his face for
several long, awkward seconds before she "nally said, “Library.
Probably near one of the back corners.”

Greyson was partway down the hall when she yelled,
“Good luck!” and shut the door behind him.

He ran down the stairs and outside, following the hill
down "rst and then up as it rose to the stairs. He made his way
through the courtyard and into the library, his eyes scanning
for any sign of her.

“Abby! Abby!” he tried to whisper shout.
Several people working at tables and computers shushed

him as he went by.
He ran up and down the aisles, trying to "gure out what

back corner Ti!any had been talking about. There were
several #oors, and he hadn’t found her on the "rst or half of
the second. The third corner he checked, he saw a girl with
headphones on, her "ngers #ying across the keys, her back
toward him.

He took a breath again, ready to ask her forgiveness. With
a light tap on her shoulder, he cringed as she jumped and
turned toward him.

“What are you doing here? You scared me.” She pressed a
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hand against her heart and took a few long breaths, staring at
the !oor while she did so.

“I just needed to talk to you.”
Her eyebrow raised. “And you thought now would be the

best time? When I’ve got a paper due and I’m in the library?”
Greyson glanced around as the volume of her voice grew,

and he was glad no one turned in their direction. He closed his
eyes for a second and opened them again, focusing on the
doubt etched across Abby’s face.

“I’m sorry. I’m so sorry I didn’t text or call you back the
past couple days. I thought you were dating someone else and
got a little jealous.” He bit his upper lip, curious what she
would say.

With a soft laugh, she shook her head. “I can’t imagine
who you would think I would date.”

“I might have seen you getting into Je" Summers’s car a
few nights ago. I couldn’t believe you’d be associating with a
guy like him, so I left. My pride wouldn’t let me contact you at
all, and I feel awful about it now. I’m so sorry, and I hope
you’ll forgive me.”

For several moments, she stared at him, her expression
giving away nothing. When she moved her jaw back and forth,
Greyson thought he might have a chance.

“What do you want from me, Greyson?” Her voice
sounded more annoyed than anything, quenching the #re of
hope. “You want me to say everything is okay? That we can go
back to being best friends? Because I don’t think I can do that.
You’ve left me so many times in the past two years that I don’t
know if I can ever trust you like that again.”

“Abby, I need you to believe me. I feel awful about what I
did to you when I left with Hannah and what I’ve done the
past few days. I’m hoping that instead of just being best
friends, that you’ll, um, you’ll be my girlfriend. I can’t imagine
life without you, and now that I’ve #nally realized how much
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you mean to me, I don’t want to lose you. I love you, Abigail
Price.” He stopped for several seconds, surprised by the words
he’d spoken. She was the !rst person he’d ever said that to, but
he knew it wasn’t some passing feeling. “If you need time to
think about it, I’ll give it to you. Just let me know what you
need.”

She nodded, her eyes wide. “Time. Time would be good.
Let me think about it for a bit and let you know.” She tried to
look reassuring, but she may as well have snu"ed out the hope
in his chest like blowing out a birthday candle.

Greyson took a step back. “I can do that. You know my
number, and I promise to answer this time.”

He walked out of the library, feeling as though he’d just
lost the one good thing that had always been constant in his
life. He’d come to Boston to get away from the memories and
in#uence of Hannah, but what he’d gained in realizing how
amazing his best friend was, how much he loved her and
wanted to be with her, was even more painful now that she’d
given him a lukewarm answer.

What he wouldn’t give for her to come running out
behind him, to tell him she felt the same.
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Chapter Thirty-Three

bby couldn’t concentrate on her paper. Her mind
spun, replaying the scene that had taken place just
minutes before. Greyson had come into the library

and said he loved her loud enough for most of the !oor to
know. How was she going to respond to it?

Greyson Campbell actually wanted to be her boyfriend?
She may as well have been dreaming. But the sincerity in his
features, the way he’d admitted his jealousy about seeing her
with Je", made her realize how genuine he was.

But she couldn’t run after him now. He was probably
close to home if he’d driven himself.

She clicked open the browser to the internet and searched
a few things, trying to come up with some clever way to apolo‐
gize to him. Because admitting that she’d loved him since the
day she met him twelve years ago wouldn’t come out of her
mouth in a coherent sentence.

After a few ideas started to click into place, she made a call
to Jorge, giving him a few instructions to get the plan rolling.
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Greyson sank into a seat on the couch in the theater room,
turning on an action !lm to help ease the hollowness in his
chest. How was he going to get over Abby? He didn’t have the
con!dence that she would return his a"ections now. He could
have kicked himself at the fact that if he’d only realized his feel‐
ings for her earlier, he might have avoided all this and could
have had her in his arms right now.

He didn’t even pop popcorn, knowing it would only
remind him of her and the last time they’d been there
watching a movie.

He’d hardly concentrated on the screen the entire time
when a phone call came through, Jorge’s name $ashing on the
screen.

“Hey, man, what’s going on?” Greyson tried to make his
voice light, hoping his old friend wouldn’t pick up on the
bout of depression pushing down on him.

“Not too much. Just working to get this project done for
Love, Austen. Hey, there’s something I need you to take a look
at on your end.”

Greyson frowned. Anything he’d done he’d disclosed to
Jorge, so he should be able to !gure out any problems that
arose. “You need me to look at it right now?”

“The sooner the better.”
Greyson stood and turned o" the projector before walking

quickly through the halls of his parents’ home until he arrived
at his bedroom.

“Okay, I’m here. Let me log in to the program,” he said,
turning the call to speaker. Clicking a few buttons on the
keyboard to log in, he said, “Ready.”

The program brought back another $ood of memories,
good times spent with Abby as they worked on the project.

“It’s something I need you to edit since you wrote the
code. Do a scan for double stars, and you’ll !nd it. Just a
second,” Jorge said, and there was a slight pause on the line.
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“Hey, my mom is calling right now. Fix that for me, and I’ll
talk to you later.”

Greyson heard the line click, and he pressed shift + 8 twice
in the search bar of his program, waiting as the system
searched all the code input in the back of the app. Several
seconds ticked by, and he tried to remember what he’d put in
there that needed to be edited out.

The program pulled up the section, white letters on the
black screen. His mind read through the words quickly, trying
to decide if they were from one of the classes he’d input with
Abby’s help. But it was when he saw two words at the end that
he realized who the message was from.

Love, Abby.
His eyes focused on those words for several seconds, his

heart beating against his ribs, the sound thundering in his ears.
Skimming back to the beginning of the code, he read:

Greyson,
I’ve loved you since we were in grade school, and with every‐

thing that happened over the past year, I was sure you’d never see
me the same way. The fact that you love me back is something
I’ve only ever dreamed about. So, I hope you accept my apology
for not saying I love you back before. You’re the only one I’ve ever
wanted.

Love, Abby.
His eyes clouded over, and he swallowed to clear his airway

of the lump that had formed. It had taken him so long to
!gure out that life without Abby wasn’t a life at all. The time
away from her when he was at Princeton had weighed on him,
but he thought it was for other reasons.

As he thought back over the years, he recognized some of
the little gestures she’d done to make him happy. The one that
came to mind most was the sadness in her eyes as he took o"
with Hannah to New Jersey, letting him go even though she
wanted him to stay.
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Throwing on a jacket, he picked up his keys and slipped
into his moccasins with rubber soles and ran down the stairs.

“Whoa, where are you going?” his father asked, a spoonful
of chocolate ice cream poised in front of his mouth.

“Just got to take care of something.”
“She’s worth it, son,” he said, winking.
Greyson shook his head, not sure how his father knew

what the urgency was all about. He waved and ran to the
garage, adrenaline pumping through his body. He just hoped
he could !nd her and get everything resolved tonight.

He swerved to miss a few cars on the street heading toward
Boston College, knowing they would take forever driving as
they tried to !nd a parking spot. As he neared Gabelli Hall,
every spot along the road was taken. The downside to it being
dark and everyone at home.

He turned into the campus, hoping to !nd something
temporary so he could at least go talk to her. There was a
single spot at the back of the lower parking lot, and he barely
took time to pull the key out of the ignition before he was o",
running up the large hill that ran around the back of the dorm
building.

The outer door was locked, and he wasn’t even sure if
Abby had come home yet. He’d have to call her.

She picked up on the third ring, her voice shaky. “Hey.”
“Where are you?”
“Are you okay?”
Greyson realized his words had come out harsher than

he’d expected. “Yes, I just really want to see you. Where are
you?”

“On a bench down Linden Lane.”
It took Greyson a few seconds to remember where that

was, but he ran past a few more of the dormitories and up the
stairs that led to the area by the library. His lungs were on !re
by the time he made it to the top of them, but he didn’t slow
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down and kept running toward the road that led up to the
quad. It was where he’d lined up with his friends almost a year
and a half ago on the day of his graduation, and even in the
darkness, the landscaping was near perfect.

He squinted, looking for the benches set every so often
down the road. Near the end, he saw a silhouette he thought
was Abby and headed in that direction.

As he neared the bench, he saw she was staring up into the
sky, and the dim light from the lanterns along the road shone
on her face. He stopped several feet from her, amazed at the
beauty and strength she exuded.

“Are you just going to stand there like a creeper?” she
asked, only turning her head a couple of inches in his
direction.

Greyson let out a chuckle, releasing some of his deepest
emotions, and he walked over to her. “Is this seat taken,
ma’am?” he asked with a !ourish of his arm.

She laughed and sat up straighter. “It’s yours.” Once he sat
down, she asked, “What is it you wanted to talk to me about?”
Her smile faded, and a somber expression appeared, the one he
recognized from the day he’d taken o" for grad school.

Greyson tried to think of something to say, to explain how
her words in the app made him feel. Instead, his eyes kept
dropping to her lips.

Without thinking, he leaned forward and kissed her,
sending a shockwave of heat running through him. He
reached his hand up and cupped her face, wrapping the other
around the back of her neck as he deepened the kiss.

He wasn’t sure how long had passed when he #nally
pulled back, taking a large breath. Abby’s heavy-lidded eyes
made him smile, and he lightly touched her cheek with his
knuckles.

“What was that for?” she asked, her voice breathy.
“For your note in the app. It might have taken me ten
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times as long to !gure out how much I need you in my life,
but I don’t ever want to let you go.”

A tear streaked down Abby’s cheek, and he reached up to
wipe it away. “Don’t cry, Abby. I’m supposed to make you
happy, not frustrated or sad or a million other things.”

“This whole thing is surreal. It’s like I’m dreaming, and
when I wake up, you’ll still be gone or you will always just see
me as your next-door best friend.” She wiped under her eyes
and smiled at him.

“If this is a dream, I don’t want to wake up.” Greyson
leaned forward and kissed her again, the sensation even better
than the !rst time. If only he’d known a year ago how he’d felt
for Abby, he would have never left.

She settled into his arms, her head resting in the crook of
his neck. “So, where do we go from here?”

“Be my girlfriend?”
Abby sat forward just enough to see into his eyes, her

mouth open and her eyes darting around his face. “Yes. A
thousand times, yes.”
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Epilogue

he months passed, and Abby !nally felt like things
were going well in her life. She’d spent more time
with her mother, and even Maria Campbell had

come around once she realized how serious Greyson was
about their relationship.

Stacy ran o" with Je" Summers to Maryland where they
were supposed to get married at his mother’s beach house, but
Abby hadn’t heard much more about it since she’d been living
at school for the most part.

She and Ti"any helped Meg’s wedding planner who
pulled o" a gorgeous wedding, attended by so many of Meg’s
former clients. Abby’s senior year wound down, and her little
fan club when her name was called out was bigger than she
ever could have imagined. Her mom, Ti"any, Meg, Parker, and
several of the others she’d worked with during her time at
Love, Austen had all made an appearance. She’d once felt
abandoned and like she didn’t matter to anyone, but it just
took a little more time to see it.

She was sitting next to Greyson in one of the luxury
boxes as Carson Carver and the Breeze played for the Stanley
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Cup Final. This had been on her bucket list since before she
could remember, and when she’d asked Greyson how he’d
pulled it off, he just smiled and said he’d called in a few
favors.

As intermission was about to end to start the third period,
Greyson shifted in his seat.

“Are you okay?” Abby asked, tossing two pieces of
popcorn into her mouth.

He nodded, and she turned her attention back to the ice,
watching as the players skated with ease.

A shu!ing next to her caused her to turn, and Greyson
was kneeling on the ground next to her, a velvet box in his
hand.

“Abigail Carla Price, will you marry me?” He could barely
get the words out with what looked like nerves in his
expression.

She smiled wider than she’d ever done, the emotions
passing through her body, making her wonder if this was real.
Staring down at the man she loved, she leaned over and placed
her hands on either side of his face, pulling him in for a kiss.
“Of course, I’ll marry you,” she said, resting her forehead
against his.

He shifted back and took the ring from the box. Taking
her hand in his, he slipped it onto her ring "nger, squeezing
her hand gently as the broadest smile she’d ever seen from him
appeared.

Clapping around them caused her to turn, and the two of
them were on the large television screen hanging over the
middle of the ice, a heart drawn around them.

She laughed and leaned over to kiss him again. It was
something that would never grow old for the rest of her life.

Check out a sneak peek of Ti#any and Drew’s story in Testing177
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Check out a sneak peek of Ti!any and Drew’s story in Testing
Love, Austen.

Thank you for reading Austen, Edited! If you enjoyed it, I
would love to see a review from you. You can also subscribe to

Britney’s newsletter here:
Subscribe to Britney’s List

Or join her Facebook Reader Group
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Chapter 1
TESTING LOVE, AUSTEN

Tired was an understatement, but as Ti!any Stewart dragged
herself out of bed to get ready for the day, she knew she was
the only one to blame. She’d been up late listening to several
episodes of a true crime podcast as the narrator kept dragging
out the "nal result.

Then, she’d come to the end of the episodes, meaning
she’d have to wait for "ve more days until the next one came
out. At least that’s what she was guessing with the schedule of
previously released episodes.

She glanced at the clock.
Late again.
Ti!any hadn’t been this late for things since before she

could drive and had to rely on her parents for transportation.
She’d memorized the bus and train schedules from her dorm
while she was at college in Newton, Massachusetts, but the
small apartment she and Abby were now renting after gradua‐
tion seemed so much farther away from the Love, Austen
o$ce. She had a car parked on the street a ways up the steep
road that was a temptation to use this morning, but "nding a
parking spot would only tack on the time she’d saved.
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She ran out the door and down the road, barely catching
her bus before it drove away.

Her mind kept going over the story from last night. She’d
gotten lost in the true crime world since Abby was rarely
home. And Ti!any, after a long streak of relationships, had
managed to stay boyfriend-free over the past couple of weeks.

She rushed o! the bus and down the stairs to make it to
the train, glancing at her watch several times as she realized just
how late she was.

As the former secretary for the matchmaking company
Love, Austen, she’d always done her best to be presentable and
on time. She’d been promoted to working as a social media
manager for the past year, and the next goal was marketing
manager. Something about seeing the numbers of the
company increase after a successful campaign made her excited
to go to work.

Then again, anything was better than nothing at this
point. She hadn’t actually done more than foster the growing
social media following of the matchmaking company, but
from all she’d researched and learned, she knew there were
several avenues Meg Austen, owner of the company, hadn’t
tried just yet.

She needed the challenge it would provide, and something
more rigorous might even help her "gure out what she wanted
now, only months after graduation.

Ti!any shifted and swayed against the poles in the train,
her mind drifting back to the podcast story of a young man
who played the #ute. She’d only gotten most of the backstory
from the episodes she’d listened to, plus a little of the plan he’d
made to help him get a new #ute while also helping his parents
with their "nances.

“Don’t you usually get o! here?” someone said behind
her, tapping her shoulder.

Ti!any jumped, trying to hide the weird nerves at being180
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Ti!any jumped, trying to hide the weird nerves at being
tapped by a stranger with a quick smile.

The woman looked kind of familiar, but then again, most
did after days of riding public transportation in Boston.

The doors were about to close as Ti!any saw the Love,
Austen sign, a painted daisy representing the “O” in the name.

“Thank you!” she called, slipping out just before the doors
closed again.

She passed the window to the hair salon next door, Holt’s
Curls, and saw her boss just as she was getting ready to sit in
the hair-wash station.

Opening the door to the salon, Ti!any grinned widely.
Here were several of her close friends, all made because of her
job. Everyone should be this excited to get to work.

“Morning, everyone!” she called out.
Olivia Holt, the owner of the salon and a former client of

Meg’s, turned and "ashed a grin, her blonde curls framing her
face.

“Ti!any, it’s about time you arrived.” She turned on the
water and started washing Meg’s hair.

Meg lifted her head enough to catch a glimpse of Ti!any.
“Yeah, ever since she graduated, she’s been waltzing in at all
hours.” The smile on her face was teasing, and Ti!any
plopped down into one of the styling chairs. She pulled out
her phone and said, “It’s only 7:56. I’m actually four minutes
early today.”

“Let me guess. You got caught up in another crime
podcast.”

Ti!any tried to hold back a smile. “Maybe.”
“What are you talking about?” Olivia asked, pumping out

a few pumps of shampoo onto her palm and running it over
Meg’s hair.

“I had a gothic literature class my last semester, and
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someone recommended true crime podcasts. I’ve been
listening to them ever since.”

Olivia frowned. “You basically listen to the equivalent of a
horror movie?”

Ti!any laughed, shaking her head as she thought about
how true that was. “Kind of. More like those crime documen‐
taries where they present all the evidence and wait until the
last minute to resolve everything.”

“That’s how they hook you, though,” Meg said, closing
her eyes as Olivia turned on the water and washed out the
shampoo.

“Which is why we need to implement some of that. I
can come up with some ideas from them on how to get
more people in the door.” Tiffany bit the side of her lip,
waiting for a response from her boss. The water must’ve
gotten into her ears because she said nothing, very
unlike Meg.

“How’s the app coming along?” Olivia asked, turning o!
the faucet and squeezing the water from Meg’s hair.

“It’s done!” Meg said, clapping her hands together. “I got
word from Jorge that he’d #nished the last big updates last
night. Now we just need a pool of testing subjects to get all the
little bugs out.”

Ti!any grinned, hoping the proposal she’d put together to
branch out of social media and into the marketing side of
things would be persuasive enough. “I could do that,” she said,
cringing a bit at the delivery. “I mean, I could recruit some
people to try it out. And I’d love to give you some ideas for
how to get the word out there. To get more people trying it.”
Yeah, that was nothing like she’d rehearsed in the mirror at
home.

“Aren’t you heading to a wedding soon?” Meg asked,
craning her neck up to look at Ti!any again.

“Yes,” she said, snapping her #ngers like that idea was just
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coming to her. “I’ll be around a lot of people and can even give
out some codes to try the process.”

Olivia helped Meg sit up, towel-drying her hair before
helping her stand and walk to the swivel chair in front of the
mirror.

“That could work. But I thought you loved the social
media aspect. Why the sudden interest in marketing?”

Ti!any shrugged. “I’ve been reading a lot about it. It
sounds interesting, and I "gured I could help since we still
don’t have a marketing director.”

Also not the explanation she’d planned to give. She’d come
to love numbers and tracking data. If that made her a nerd,
she’d be willing to accept it.

Meg smiled in the mirror, watching Ti!any for several
seconds. When she did that, Ti!any had a hard time reading
what she was looking for. Was her expression one of curiosity?
Or disbelief?

“We’ll give it a trial run. If you can get at least one hundred
people to sign up for the app, we’ll talk more about you
switching jobs. Again.”

Ti!any wanted to squeal, excited about the prospect of it.
The idea of helping a company increase their bottom line
while also helping others "nd the person they could be with
forever? It sounded pretty perfect.

“But,” Meg said, causing Ti!any’s inner celebration to
pause, the music coming to a halt like a DJ stopping the music
at a dance. “You have to take the test.”

Ti!any’s smile dropped. So far, she’d managed to avoid
taking the matching test Meg had created back when she was a
senior in college, the beginning of the entire company. Ti!any
had never needed it as she’d had a boyfriend, or one waiting in
the wings, although she never cheated on any of them.

But a matching test wasn’t worth it. She could "nd a guy
to be with on her own and without the help of a test.
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“Meg, I don’t need help with dating. I’ve had boyfriends
in spades.” Ti!any thought back to her last boyfriend, the one
who’d broken up with her through text message almost a
month ago. She hadn’t been devastated, more irritated that the
guy couldn’t tell her in person.

Meg raised an eyebrow and gave her the look that meant
another lecture was coming. “Do you even hear yourself?” she
asked, hair being "ung into her eyes while Olivia parted it
to cut.

“Yes,” Ti!any said, groaning. She’d fought against the idea
that there could be someone for her already in Meg’s database.
What motivated a guy to actually sign up for one of these
things unless they were nerdy and boring? She’d been around
the company for long enough to know that anyone she could
be interested in would be snatched up already.

Meg and Parker. Lexi and Brennen. Ruby and Carson.
Olivia and Dawson. Even Abby and Greyson were now
together, thanks to working on the app together. They were all
solid guys with good jobs and de#nitely high on the attractive
scale.

The hardest part was she’d gone out with so many types of
people, she should’ve had a better understanding of what she
was looking for in a guy.

“If you want to be my marketing director, you have to at
least try out the program. Get matched, go on a few dates. If
things don’t work out, I won’t pressure you. Otherwise,
people will be asking you why you’re single when you work for
this company.” Meg smiled, and Ti!any could tell she was
referencing her own situation with Parker, her husband.

Meg had been trying to build the app since the year before
but didn’t have the capital to put up for it. The people at the
investing company had asked her to show them she actually
believed in her system by proving she had a match of her own.
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At least it had worked out with her and Parker. Meg deserved
to be happy.

Bitterness !ooded her tongue. Of course, she’d never been
good at long-term relationships. Steve had been her longest
one, but when he’d been signed to a professional football team
in Florida, she’d realized after a couple of weeks that she wasn’t
good at long-distance relationships and constantly worrying
about where he was and when she’d be able to see him again.

But how much did she want to be in marketing for the
company? Was it worth the attempt to be matched?

Closing her eyes, Ti"any nodded. “Okay, I’ll take the test.
But I’m not making any promises about anything working
out.”

“Oh, Ti"any,” Olivia said, shaking her head. “It might be a
good thing for you. Love might just surprise you.”

Ti"any doubted that. She’d been through enough
boyfriends to last another ten years. Maybe what she needed
was a man sabbatical. Then she’d know what she wanted in a
boyfriend.

“I’ll go take the test right now,” she said, standing. The
idea of all those questions made her wish she’d grabbed a
co"ee or some breakfast on the way in.

Meg beamed. “It’s about time. I can’t wait to see your
results.”

She’d be the only one.

Keep reading Testing Love, Austen here.
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