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Love in London
Taylor James knows exactly what she wants. She is one year away from graduating from college and pursuing 

her dreams of becoming a career woman, living in a big city and working in a tall office building. She is determined 
not to let anything get in her way.

But life hasn’t always worked out according to plan for Taylor, and she’s still reeling from a family tragedy. 
When the opportunity arises to study in London for a semester, she moves in with her cousin, Cessy, hoping to learn 
more about the family she has never met. Taylor’s plan is tested when she meets a charming man and realizes that 
he’s more than just a random encounter. 

Before long, she begins to fall for Dexter Sanders. He’s handsome and kind, funny and sweet. But when she 
learns the truth about his identity, she questions whether she is ready to give up her past dreams for an uncertain 
future. She loves Dexter, but she knows first-hand that love doesn’t always conquer all. Taylor must decide if she’s up 
for the fight and willing to take a chance on love.

Sign up for Hunter’s mailing list here.

http://www.hunterjkeane.com/contact-hunter.html
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AUGUST

Chicago
“Excuse me. Excuse me.”

The crowd closed in around me as I pushed my way onto the train. I was already five minutes late and I 
couldn’t afford to wait for the next train. “Sorry. Can I just squeeze past you?”

The man standing in front of me made an annoyed grunt that I took as a yes. I stepped around him, falling 
into the last empty seat.

My phone was blowing up with unread texts. Everyone wanted to know where I was. I was usually very 
punctual and my tardiness was causing mild panic.

Running late. Be there soon.
I chose to ignore the texts from Neil. Those would only make me upset and I was determined to have a good 

night.
My seatmate was a large, slightly intoxicated man that was mumbling curse words to himself. I was glad it 

was going to be a short ride.
I walked into the bar fifteen minutes late. My friends had managed to get a table near the front windows 

which had been pulled open to let in the summer air. They all started clapping and cheering as I approached the 
table.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m here.” I faked a curtsey.
“You need to work on that. I’m pretty sure the Queen will have you run out of town with a sloppy curtsey 

like that.” Camryn, my sassy friend with no filter, tossed her shiny dark hair over her shoulder.
“I’m not worried about meeting the Queen,” I said, pulling out the only empty chair at the table. “Where’s 

my drink?”
“Sangria.” Payton passed a drink to me with a smile. “To prepare us for our reunion in Spain.”
“We haven’t even left yet,” I reminded my twin. We had spent nearly every day together for the last twenty 

one years and she wasn’t handling our pending separation well.
I held up my glass, toasting my lifelong friends. In addition to Camryn and Payton, we were joined by 

Scottie and Olivia. The five of us had been friends since we were six-years-old. We had scattered a bit for college, but 
we still saw each other as frequently as possible. For the last three months, we had been inseparable. 

Payton and I attended college in the city with Olivia. Scottie had taken an internship for the summer and 
was staying with Olivia. And Camryn, crazy Cam, had been couch surfing with various friends all summer. But our 
time together was about to end. I was so used to seeing some of these girls every day, and the others at least once per 
month, that it was hard to picture my life without them in it. I was fairly certain that the five of us would be sharing 
nursing home rooms in our old age.

“I can’t believe we will all be gone in less than a week.” Scottie was our quiet friend. She preferred to listen to 
our troubles rather than share her own. “You have to promise to email every day.”

“No way!” Camryn slammed down her empty glass. “I will be too busy hitting on French guys and eating 
crepes.”

“And going to class? And immersing yourself in French culture? And practicing the language?” Payton 
asked, laughing when Camryn stared at her blankly.

“This isn’t about education, Pay,” she said. “This is about finding a hot French guy to be the father of my 
babies.”
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It was typical Camryn. She talked a big game, but we all knew that once she got to Paris her attitude would 
change. She hated being alone, not knowing anyone. Her first months of college had been torture for her. She had 
taken an athletic scholarship at a school five hours from home where she hadn’t known a single person. I 
remembered how I had received dozens of text messages in a single day from her.

Olivia had been abnormally quiet, but now she moaned. “I cannot believe that all of you are leaving me. This 
is so unfair.”

“We didn’t plan it, Livs. This just kind of happened.” I still felt a little guilty that all of us had made plans to 
study or live abroad for the next four months while Olivia would be left behind in Chicago.

It was our last year of college and we were all growing restless, ready to see the world. I was going to spend a 
semester studying in London and getting to know our dad’s family better. He had spent his childhood growing up in 
England before he had moved to the U.S. for college. I was going to use this opportunity to get to know uncles, 
aunts, and cousins that I had never even met.

Payton was less inclined to spend time with family and she was going to spend her semester in Rome, 
learning the language and eating gelato. She also claimed to be registered for some classes, but I was unconvinced. Of 
the two of us, she was the most likely to drop out of school to explore Europe.

Camryn had gotten an internship with a designer in Paris. Her mother had some connections, and Cam 
wasn’t ashamed to use them. She had been designing and making her own clothes since we were just kids. I had 
always admired her laser-like focus and determination. Of all of us, she was the most likely to become rich and 
famous.

Scottie, quiet and smart Scottie, had already graduated. Ever the studious girl, she had taken summer classes 
all throughout college to graduate early. Her reward was a trip to Ireland to stay with her father. Her parents had 
divorced when we were kids and now her father was remarrying an Irish woman. They were happily in love, and 
Scottie had reluctantly agreed to spend a few months with her new family.

That left poor Olivia alone in Chicago. She was focused on getting into law school and didn’t want to be 
distracted with fancy trips abroad. At least, that’s what she had said when we were all making plans. Now, I could tell 
that she was beginning to regret her decision.

“I bought us something,” Olivia announced, plopping her oversized purse on the table.
“Us?” Camryn frowned. “I prefer solo gifts.”
“Still haven’t learned to share, Cam?” Payton teased, helping herself to some of my sangria. Her own glass 

had been empty for less than a minute.
Olivia pulled a book from her bag and set it on the table. “I got us a journal.”
“Why?” I asked, speaking before thinking as I always did.
“So we can write to each other!” Olivia smiled proudly. “We’ll take turns. You write an entry, then mail it to 

the next person. When you all get back in December, we’ll have a complete account of everyone’s trips.”
“Nobody writes in journals anymore,” Camryn said, eyeing it suspiciously. “Can’t we just email?”
Olivia shook her head. “That’s so impersonal. This is much more meaningful.”
“I think it’s a nice idea,” Scottie said, reaching for it. She flipped through the blank pages. “Emails just get 

buried in inboxes, but this is more permanent.”
“Also known as blackmail,” Camryn said. “Do I really need my sins recorded for posterity?”
“Yes!” we all said with a laugh.
She threw her hands in the air. “Fine. Have it your way. But I guarantee you that you are going to regret 

this.”
“If you die with no regrets, then you lived a really boring life,” Payton declared.
The waitress had returned with an extra-large pitcher of sangria and after our glasses were appropriately 

refilled, Scottie demanded a toast.
“What are we cheersing to?” Camryn asked, already slightly tipsy.
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“To regrets,” said Payton.
“To hot foreign men!” Camryn chirped.
Scottie added shyly, “To friends.”
“To another lame semester,” Olivia lamented.
I cleared my throat and spoke louder than the others. “To us!”
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SEPTEMBER

“Ladies and gentlemen, we will be landing at Heathrow Airport in approximately twenty minutes. If you haven’t 
already done so, please place your chairs in an upright position and secure your tray tables. Flight attendants will be 
coming through to pick up any remaining items to be disposed. Local time upon landing will be 11:00 in the 
morning with a ground temperature of 21 degrees Celsius, or 70 degrees Fahrenheit. We hope you’ve enjoyed your 
flight adventure with us.”

I stretched and yawned loudly. The nearly eight hour flight had been relatively smooth. In my hurry to get 
ready for landing, my knee banged into my tray table and knocked a half-filled glass of water on the guy sitting next 
to me.

“Crap!” I hurriedly reached for my napkins. “I’m so sorry. But let’s be honest, I was bound to spill something 
on you. It’s surprising I made it this long.”

He laughed, a deep and rich chuckle that caused me to look at him for the first time. I instantly regretted not 
looking sooner.

“At least it wasn’t red wine,” he said, taking the stack of napkins from me. “Better let me do that.”
I realized that my hand had been moving precariously close to his lap. “Oh, right.”
He dabbed at the water on this pants and for some reason I couldn’t take my eyes away. Then I realized that 

he probably thought I was staring at his crotch.
“I really am sorry,” I said, eyes moving back to his face. He had a very nice face. “You can spill something on 

me in retaliation.”
His blue eyes sparkled. “I actually should be thanking you. I’ve been trying to think of a reason to talk to you 

since we took off in Chicago.”
“Really?” My jaw dropped open, surely making me look very attractive.
“I’m Dexter.” He held out his hand. “Dexter Sanders, but most people just call me Dex.”
I took his hand, hoping that my own weren’t too clammy. “Taylor James.”
“That’s a movie star name,” he said with a warm smile. “It suits you.”
“You’re probably just confusing it with James Taylor.” I was rewarded with another laugh. “Are you coming 

or going?”
“A little bit of both, actually.” He glanced out the window. “Dual citizenship makes that a hard question.”
My head tilted in surprise. “You don’t have much of an accent.”
“Depends who you ask.” He paused to throw the napkins and my empty cup into the trash receptacle that 

was rolling by. “My mother was from England and my father lived there a bit before they got married, but they 
moved to the States right before I was born. We split our time between the two while I was growing up.”

“A man with two homes,” I said philosophically. “Where do you live now?”
“Chicago. My company just opened an office in London and it’s requiring me to spend quite a bit of time 

there.” His smile faded just a little. “I’m sure I will get used to it.”
“What kind of work do you do?”
Dexter’s cheek twitched and he said, “Consulting.”
“What kind of consulting?”
He said, “Software.”
“Interesting.” Since I knew nothing about software consulting, I decided to change the topic. “I’m still in 

school. Decided to start my senior year by studying abroad.”
“Let me guess, you picked London because you already know the language?”
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My eyes narrowed. “Are you implying that I’m not smart enough to learn another language?”
“Whoa.” He threw his hands into a defensive position. “I was just making a joke. I assume that in addition to 

being breathtakingly beautiful, you are also highly intelligent.”
“Nice recovery.” I grinned. “I was just teasing. You aren’t far from the truth. Actually, my father is originally 

from here and I wanted to spend some time getting to know his side of the family better.”
“Ah.” He nodded understandingly. “That could be good.”
“Or it could be a disaster.”
He laughed. “Only if your family is like mine.”
“I figure there must be a reason why my father moved away.” I pointed out the window. “Looks like we are 

getting close.”
“How often have you been to London?”
“First time.”
His eyes lit up. “A virgin!”
Even though I knew the context of what he meant, I blushed. “I’m a little nervous.”
“Everyone is their first time,” he said, going along with the joke. “You’ll do just fine. It’s a bit scary, especially 

because it’s so big, but you’ll get the hang of it.”
“Thanks for your vote of confidence.”
The noise in the cabin kicked up as we began our descent and we both sat in silence. Occasionally, I glanced 

out of the corner of my eyes to stare at him. A couple of times, I even caught him staring back.
Once we had landed and were taxing to the gate, I reached for my phone and noticed Dexter doing the same. 

I had wisely signed up for an international plan since I knew the girls would be incessantly trying to reach me. Better 
to plan ahead than be stuck with a thousand dollar phone bill.

“I couldn’t help but notice you have a phone,” Dexter said, pointing.
“Yeah, I’m one of the cool kids.”
“Any chance you would be willing to give me your number?” He gave me his best innocent look. “I swear I’m 

not a serial killer.”
“Well, since you swear...” I rattled off my number.
It was time for our row to leave the plane and Dexter helped me get my bag from the overhead 

compartment.
“Did you check a bag?” he asked as we stepped onto the jet bridge.
“Two, actually.” I hung my head shamefully. “I have a lot of shoes.”
“Don’t we all.” He gestured for me to lead the way. “Looks like we’ll get to spend a little more time 

together.”
I shot him a smile over my shoulder. “Must be your lucky day.”
Baggage claim was packed with weary, crabby travelers. I was glad I was with Dexter, a total goofball. We 

made bets about which luggage belonged to which traveler.
“That pink one definitely belongs to that guy with the long beard,” he said quietly in my ear, without a hint 

of sarcasm.
“Right.” I jabbed him in the ribs with my elbow. “If you don’t take this seriously, you’re never going to win.”
“I don’t think we ever determined what the prize is for winning.” His eyes scanned my face slowly, his smile 

growing.
I took a half-step back. “When I win, you can buy me a drink.”
“Deal.”
We both laughed when a sorority girl grabbed the pink suitcase. It was not nearly as exciting as if Dexter’s 

guess had been right.
“There’s mine,” he said, pointing to a predictably boring black bag.
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He lifted it from the conveyor easily. I assumed that he would take off now that he had his luggage, but he 
stayed by my side.

“Let me guess, that trunk is yours?” He pointed to something that looked like it might be holding a dead 
body.

“No, but I wish I had one of those. Just think of all the shoes you could fit in that thing.” I pretended to 
swoon. “Wait. There I am!”

Dexter helped me grab my larger suitcase while I went after the smaller one.
“Yellow?” he said, giving me a judgmental look. “It’s like you really are a ray of sunshine.”
‘It was easy to spot, wasn’t it?” Which was pretty much the only good reason to buy bright yellow luggage. 

“Thanks for lending me your manly muscles.”
“Let me know when I can have them back,” he said, pretending to flex a weak muscle. In reality, his arms 

were quite chiseled. “How are you getting into the city?”
“Cessy said I should take the express train?” I tried to remember what the exact directions had been.
“Cessy?”
I checked my phone to make sure I had read her text correctly. “My cousin. She lives in the city. That’s 

actually where I’m going to be staying.”
“A flat in the city? Very swanky. Most college kids stay in university housing.”
“Well her roommate just up and left about a month ago, so she needed someone to move in. The timing 

worked out well.” Her text did indeed tell me to take the express train.
“I’m headed to the train as well.” Dexter threw his bag over his shoulder and took the handle of one of my 

suitcases.
“You don’t have to do that,” I said, not used to having someone being so helpful. “I’m sure I can get it 

myself.”
He shook his head in annoyance. “Would you please just let me woo you? How else am I going to convince 

you to go on a date with me?”
“Sorry.” I unsuccessfully fought a smile. “You’re doing a wonderful job so far.”
“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” He started to weave his way through the crowd of people still waiting for their 

baggage. “Just wait until I open a car door for you.”
Dexter walked swiftly and confidently in the direction of the train despite being weighed down. I had to 

hurry to keep up. He waited patiently while I bought my train ticket and then helped me load my bags into the 
luggage hold.

“These are nice trains,” I said, surprised.
“Slightly fancier than the El, huh?” He pointed to a nearby seat. “Take the window.”
“You’re really working hard for this date.” I slid into the seat. “I probably should’ve let you know that all you 

really had to do was promise me food. I’m a sucker for a free meal.”
“That’s only because you’ve never eaten here.” He made a painful wince. “You’ll change your tune soon 

enough.”
I frowned. “That bad?”
“Meh. It won’t make you sick or anything, but it’s nothing to write home about.”
His words immediately made me think of the journal I had tucked into my purse. Then I started to wonder 

if I should write about meeting Dexter. Was that the type of information Olivia had hoped we would share? Or 
would it only be journal-worthy if I had hooked up with him in the tiny airplane bathroom?

“How long does it take to get into the city?” I asked as the train began to move.
My phone buzzed as a new text came in.
“About thirty minutes.” He shifted in his seat and his knee brushed again mine. “I’m just glad they don’t 

serve beverages on this ride. My pants are just now beginning to dry.”
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“Dirty!” I said with the appropriate amount of sass. “I thought you were a gentlemen.”
“Beautiful, smart, and a dirty sense of humor. I think I’m in love.”
I feigned seriousness when I said, “But you haven’t tasted my cooking. Or heard me sing in the shower.”
“Already planning our morning-after breakfast and shower? You move fast.”
My phone buzzed again and this time I glanced at it to see who was trying to reach me. When I saw Neil’s 

name, I groaned.
“Paranoid mother?” Dexter guessed when he saw my reaction.
“No.” I hit ignore. “Clingy ex.”
“Ah.”
I instantly regretted telling him. We were less than ten minutes out of the city which meant he had plenty of 

time to dig into the story.
“Messy breakup?”
“Not exactly.” The truth was that the breakup had been clean. It was the aftermath that was ghastly. “He’s 

just having a hard time letting go.”
Neil and I had met on the very first day of orientation the week before classes started for our freshman year. 

We had been the best of friends ever since. But then, about six months ago, we decided to try being more than 
friends. At first, it had been great. We already got along so well and had a lot in common. But after a few months, I 
realized that I just wasn’t interested in him that way. We were missing that special spark. So I’d sat him down and 
told him how I felt, asked if we could go back to being friends.

At first, he’d been completely understanding. But after we tried to be friends for about a week, he changed 
his mind. For the last month, he had been calling and texting me excessively. When I answered, we fought. If I 
ignored him, it just made him angrier. My trip could not have come at a better time. An ocean between us should be 
enough space to help him get over it. At least, that’s what I said when I finished telling Dexter the whole story.

“You just didn’t love him?” he asked as if he didn’t quite believe it could be that simple. “Was he bad in 
bed?”

“It wasn’t about that.” It was hard to explain to other people. Even the girls couldn’t understand. Payton had 
already been planning our wedding. “My friends think I’m just being difficult. Which is absurd, really, because my 
life would be a lot easier if I would just want to be with Neil. I already know he’s a good guy. I’ve already seen his bad 
moods and witnessed his annoying habits.”

Now that I was talking about it out loud, I was more certain than ever that I had made the right decision.
“Maybe that was the real problem,” Dexter said. “No mystery. No excitement.”
“No passion,” I said definitively.
We both got quiet, letting that proclamation hang in the air. Dexter stared hard at me, his blue eyes 

indecipherably intense. As I stared back, I thought again about his subtle, but decisive, attractiveness. Every feature 
was perfectly chiseled, but he played it down with rough stubble and messy hair.

“I think we’re here,” he said, glancing past my shoulder. “Time flies when you’re flirting with a pretty girl.”
“Surely this can’t be the first time you’ve discovered that.” I tried not to think too hard about all of the 

females that had fallen into Dexter’s trap.
He smiled and went to retrieve our bags.
We made it off the train and up the escalator. Near the exit, Dexter stopped abruptly.
“We never finalized our date,” he said, looking distressed.
I heard someone call my name and turned toward the voice. I saw a woman, just a year or so older than me, 

waving frantically. Cessy’s family had come to visit us just once when I was six years old. Since then, I had only seen 
pictures of her, but apparently this was her.

“That must be Cessy,” I said, a little sad to realize that my journey with Dexter was about to come to an end.
“Are you blowing me off?” he asked.
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I took my suitcase from him. “You have my number, right? You’ll call, I’ll answer. We’ll figure something 
out.”

“You promise?” He looked unconvinced.
“Of course,” I said with a smile and nod. “I could use a friend in the city.”
“And you still owe me after throwing that drink at me.” He started to back away slowly. “Oh, in case it 

wasn’t obvious, I’m not interested in being your friend, Taylor James.”
I froze. “You’re not?”
“No way. I want the passion,” he said with a wink before turning and disappearing into the crowd.
“Who was that?” Cessy asked in awe when she finally made it to my side.
“Just a guy I met on the plane,” I said, still staring at the spot where he had disappeared.
“No,” she said with a shake of her head, sending her dark hair fanning through the air. “That wasn’t just 

some guy.”
“No,” I agreed, “it wasn’t.”

September 5
Hey, Cam. I still feel weird writing in this journal so you’ll have to forgive the cheesiness. I made it to London 

two days ago. My cousin, Cessy, met me at the train station. She’s completely insane and a total drama queen- you would 
love her.

London is good so far- I have no idea how I’m ever going to find my way around without getting lost. The streets 
run in all directions and have crazy names. I’m sure I’ll figure it out eventually. Cessy has promised to show me around. 
Her flat is in Bloomsbury, and she assures me it’s a good neighborhood. I’m just glad that it’s only a short walk to class in 
the morning.

You should see Cessy’s flat. It’s obvious that her parents are helping pay the rent, but I’m not complaining. I’ve 
got my own bedroom, with a balcony.

My first day in London, we grabbed some lunch and gossiped. Even though I haven’t seen her in fifteen years, it 
was surprisingly easy to open up to Cessy. That night she had a date, so I stayed in and watched the “telly” as they say. I 
know- lame. Don’t worry, though. We went out last night for some drinks with Cessy’s friends. They are all so very 
British and wonderful. 

My classes start tomorrow, so I’ll give you another update before I drop this thing in the mail. I’m afraid it might 
not get any more interesting than this, but I’ll do my best to create a scandalous moment or two.

Once classes started, I felt a little more comfortable. If there was one thing I knew I could succeed at, it was school. I 
left an hour early in case I got lost on my way there, but I found it without any problems. That meant I had some 
time to kill, so I popped into a small café. After getting a takeaway coffee, I sat at a small table and listened to the 
conversations around me. I was still getting used to the accents and loving every minute of it.

My first two classes were back-to-back. Art Appreciation following Modern History. It was a university for 
American students, so once I walked through the door I forgot that I was in London. Even our professors were from 
the U.S.

When my second class was done, I pulled out my phone to search for a good place to grab lunch. I was 
surprised to see a text from a number I didn’t recognize.

Unknown: What are your lunch plans today?
I stared hard, trying to figure out who would be texting me about lunch plans. It definitely wasn’t Cessy and 

I couldn’t recall having given my number to any of her friends.
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Me: That depends- are you a serial killer?

Unknown: I thought we already went over this. I am not a serial killer, and you are not good around water.

Of course- it was Dexter. When I hadn’t heard from him in the first couple of days, I’d pretty much given up 
hope of hearing from him at all. He wouldn’t be the first guy to ask for my number and never use it. This was a 
pleasant surprise.

Me: But I’m good at so many other things.
Dexter: Prove it.
My heart jumped in my chest. I needed to think of something witty to reply, but not something with too 

much innuendo. It was the middle of the day, after all.
Me: I believe you mentioned food?
Dexter: Indeed. Are you free?
Me: Just finished class.
Dexter: I’ll come to you.
We exchanged a few more logistical texts and then I was headed to a pub down the street. I was glad that I 

had spent a little time making myself look decent for my first day. I’d even put on a dress, something I almost never 
did.

I beat Dexter to the pub. I was feeling very nervous, so I ordered a beer. Maybe it was tacky to day drink on a 
first date, but I didn’t care. I did start to second guess my decision ten minute later when Dexter strolled through the 
door.

One the plane, he’d been wearing jeans and a hoodie. With his scruff and disheveled hair, he’d looked like a 
typical frat guy. But today he looked completely different. He was wearing a suit, one that was tailored perfectly and 
had likely cost more than most people’s rent. He was freshly shaved and his hair was groomed. The subtlety of his 
beauty was gone; he was now smacking me in the face with it.

“Taylor.” His face lit up in a dazzling smile when he spotted me at the bar. “A pint deep already? You’re my 
kind of woman.”

After pulling up the barstool next to me, he flagged down the bartender and ordered a beer for himself. I was 
too busy staring at him to think of a witty comeback.

“You didn’t have to wait long, did you?” He pointedly noticed my near-empty glass as his full one was placed 
next to it.

“No. I was just thirsty.” I suddenly felt very nervous sitting so close to him. “How is work treating you?”
His face clouded over and he took a long drink. “Busy. Lots of meetings.”
“You haven’t been fired yet?” I asked, exaggerating skepticism.
“My job is secure.” He sounded bored. “Let’s talk about something interesting. How’s London been treating 

you?”
“Alright so far. My cousin is better than I could’ve hoped, even if she is a bit crazy. Her friends are very nice. 

Other than that, I haven’t had a chance to do much.”
His eyes sparkled. “We’ll have to do something about that. Maybe some sightseeing this weekend?”
“I’m sure that would be boring for you.” I knew first-hand how repetitive the tourist adventure could be 

when you lived in a city. Let’s not even talk about the number of times I’d reluctantly escorted family members to 
the Navy Pier.

“I can’t imagine any moment with you ever being boring.”
I rolled my eyes at him. “Now you’re just trying to get laid.”
“Is it working?” he asked, eyebrows raised hopefully.
“I plead the fifth.”
Dexter grabbed two menus from the bar and handed me one. “Anything you want. It’s on me.”
“My hero!” I eyed the menu hungrily.
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“Friday is two days away.”
I laughed uncertainly. “Are we just stating random facts now? A shark is the only fish that can blink with 

both eyes.”
“Really? I had no idea.” He countered, “Almonds are a member of the peach family.”
“Your heart beats over 100,000 times per day.”
“Except when I’m around you,” he said with a wink. “It’s racing as we speak.”
“What about Friday?” I asked, trying to remember how we had gotten down this twisted conversational 

path.
Dexter nodded slowly. “Right. I was about to ask you out and then you started hitting me with shark facts.”
“I have a beautiful mind.”
“I agree completely.” He paused so we could give our orders to the bartender. “I have this event I need to 

attend, and I could use an escort.”
“You should try the classifieds,” I quipped.
“Can’t afford that if I’m paying for this meal.” He pointed to my empty glass. “Another round?”
“Are you liquoring me up so I’ll say yes?” I accused.
He shrugged. “Maybe.”
“I have a lot going on right now,” I said, trying very hard to sound serious. “My social calendar is pretty full.”
“I’m sure,” he said, nodding sympathetically. “I’m honored you were able to find time for lunch with me 

today.”
It seemed like he was only partly kidding. “What kind of event is this? Fancy cocktails? Casual beers? Skanky 

club?”
“A little bit of all of the above. I’ll send you the invite later with the details.”
Our food arrived, effectively distracting both of us. We did our best to keep up conversation around 

mouthfuls of food. Almost immediately after we were finished eating, Dexter checked his phone. After several 
seconds of scanning through messages, he reached for his wallet.

“Sorry to eat and run, but it looks like things are blowing up back at the office.”
“Let me guess- the coffee maker is on the fritz?”
He laughed. “If only it were that simple.”
“Thank you for lunch,” I said. “I actually hadn’t expected to hear from you again.”
“It was my pleasure.” He slapped a stack of cash on the bar. “Don’t forget about Friday.”
“I’ve made a mental note,” I said, tapping my head with a fingertip.
Dexter paused, an indecipherable look on his face. “I’ll see you soon, Taylor.”
“Good.”
A few minutes later, I finished my beer and headed back outside, unsure of how I wanted to spend the rest of 

my day. I didn’t have any homework or studying to do yet and Cessy would be busy working for a few more hours. 
When I came across a bookstore, I decided to stop.

I wasn’t in the mood for anything too deep or time-consuming. The magazine section was just what I 
needed. Bypassing the fashion magazines, I found the current affairs section. Imagine my surprise when I found 
Dexter staring back at me from a row of glossy covers.

He was just as attractive in a photo as he was in real life. His hair fell in waves that I wanted to run my hands 
through and his smile warmed my heart. One picture of him was nice; an entire row was astounding. I was so busy 
staring at his perfect face that I nearly missed the headline proclaiming:

Billionaire CEO Expands Company to Europe
I snatched a copy and immediately headed to the register. After an agonizing wait, it was finally my turn to 

pay.
“Gorgeous and rich. I wonder if he is also available,” the cashier said as she scanned my purchase.
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“I think he is,” I said, trying not to sound too confident.
“He must be a tosser then. He has to have some grievous flaw.”
I took the bag from her, my hand shaking slightly. My heart didn’t stop racing until I was back in Cessy’s 

flat. Sitting on her plush purple sofa, I place the magazine in my lap and took several deep breaths. Then I flipped 
over the cover and began to read.

September 9
I hope you’re sitting down for this, Cam. Forget about my previous entry. So much has happened since then. I 

don’t even know where to start, but the beginning seems like a logical place.
On the flight across the pond, I met a guy. He was funny and charming, and insanely attractive. Most 

importantly, he didn’t seem to mind at all that I was a total klutz and made a fool out of myself by spilling water on him.
We chatted, took a train into the city together, and he took my number. I never expected to hear from him again. 

But then he contacted me. I gladly met him for lunch and we got along great. He asked me out again- to an “event.” I 
think you’ll be quite proud that I said yes. We both know that I’m not much of a party girl.

Anyway, this is where the story gets good. I found this magazine, and his face was on the cover! My new crush is 
Dexter Sanders. In case you’ve never heard of him, he’s one of the youngest billionaire CEOs in the world. He invented 
this social media platform you may have heard of-Scuttle. Yeah- you know what I’m talking about. He invented it!

But once I learned his real identity, I started to panic. This guy isn’t just a little wealthy. He probably has a pool 
filled with hundred dollar bills that he swims in every day or something. At least, those were the thoughts that were 
running through my head. I told Cessy when she got home and I thought she was going to faint. Apparently, in addition 
to being insanely rich, he’s also been dubbed one of the most eligible bachelors in the UK since he brought his company 
overseas.

As if that wasn’t enough to ponder, I got the official invite the next morning for his event. He was hosting a 
launch party at one of the trendiest places in London. It was one of the biggest events of the year, and I was his guest of 
honor.

That’s when I started hyperventilating.
Because I know how much you love a good party, I’m going to try to give you all the details. Bear with me. I might 

even include the salacious bits if you’re lucky.

I don’t know who was more excited for my date- me or Cessy. She made me try on all of her dresses, some of them 
twice. Even Camryn would have been in awe at the amount of clothes that came from my cousin’s closet.

“No way. You can pretty much see my nipples,” I said, horrified at the lack of fabric that I had just put on. 
Cessy had claimed it was one of her best dresses, but it looked more like a see-thru slip.

“But you look smashing!” she protested. “You can’t wear just any dress tonight, cousin. Do you know how 
many women are going to be throwing themselves at Dexter Sanders?”

“You don’t have to say his full name every time,” I said, hurrying out of the scrap of cloth. “It’s not like we 
could be talking about another Dexter.”

Cessy was already digging for another dress. “This is the one.”
I eyed it skeptically, but I was pleased to see that it had sleeves and a decently high neckline. As I pulled it on, 

I realized that the modesty up top was negated by the lack of modesty on the bottom.
“Be honest- can you see me ass cheeks?” I craned my neck to get a look at my rear in her mirror.
“Only if you bend over.” She winked. “Dexter will love it.”
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I weighed my options carefully. I could protest, and be forced to endure even more of our pseudo fashion 
show. Or I could count my losses and go with what I had on. Based on all of the other things I had tried on, it 
seemed this was my best bet.

“Fine. I’ll wear it.” When I saw the look of pride on Cessy’s face, I added, “Thanks for your help.”
“Anything for family.” She gave me a tight hug. “I will gladly be in your wedding party when you marry 

Dexter.”
Even though I felt naked, I had to admit that I did look pretty good. Especially after Cessy spent an hour 

fixing my hair and makeup.
“It takes a lot of work to make it look like you didn’t do any work,” she explained as she arranged the last few 

strands of hair.
If Cessy wasn’t already working successfully as an event planner, I would’ve strongly encouraged her to 

become a stylist. She had transformed me from an average looking college student into a stunning woman.
“I don’t even look like me!” I said, surveying the results in her mirror.
“Correction- you look like an enhanced version of yourself.” She smiled proudly.
Her intercom buzzer sounded and my heart skipped a beat.
“That’s him,” I said, frowning.
Dexter had insisted on swinging by to pick me up, even though I knew it was out of his way. We’d been 

communicating through texts, so I hadn’t had a chance to ask him about recently acquired information. Then again, 
I had no idea how to bring it up. Hey, Dex. What’s with all the money you have? And why didn’t you tell me all about 
it since we’ve known each other for about five minutes?

Now that he was standing downstairs, waiting for me, I could feel myself start to sweat. “I don’t know if I 
can do this, Cess,” I said, fanning myself with my hand.

“Too bloody bad! I’m buzzing him in.” She ran to the door.
I went to the bathroom to dab away the sweat and when I returned, Dexter was standing in our small foyer, 

laughing at something Cessy had said. He heard my heels clacking on the wood floor and turned.
“Taylor.” A dazzling smile spread over his face. “You look amazing.”
My mouth went dry. “Thanks. You look alright, too.”
In fact, he looked downright hot. He was wearing another perfectly tailored suit, this one with a vest. 
“I brought you these,” he said, holding out a bouquet of beautiful flowers. I had been so distracted by his 

beauty that I hadn’t noticed them.
I stepped closer and took them, their fragrance nearly as intoxicating as Dexter’s as I leaned in to kiss his 

cheek.
“You spoil me,” I said, letting my hand linger on his arm.
“I’ll put them in water!” Cessy rushed forward and snatched away the flowers.
“She’s delightful,” Dexter said, chuckling as he watched her skip away.
I had to agree. “Shall we go? You don’t want to be late for your own party.”
“Yeah, about that...” He grinned sheepishly. “Sorry I wasn’t completely honest with you.”
“That’s okay. I understand.” I took his hand, enjoying the way my skin tingled under his touch. “Bye, Cessy!”
“Have a wonderful time, darlings!”
Dexter’s car was parked out front. It was nice, but nothing too extravagant. It was exactly the kind of vehicle 

I would expect him to drive.
“No limo?” I joked.
He opened my door for me. “I prefer to be in charge of the drive.”
“I like a man that takes charge,” I said as I slid into the smooth leather seat.
Dexter winked at me, then shut the door. While he walked around the front, I rubbed my hands over the 

lush upholstery. It was clearly brand new.
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“Are you really alright driving on the opposite side of the road?” I asked as he made himself comfortable 
behind the wheel.

“It doesn’t take long to get used to it.” He turned on the ignition and the car barely made any noise. “Don’t 
forget- I’ve been doing this for a while.”

“So. Tell me about your company.” I figured we might as well get it over with now. I didn’t want our whole 
night to be awkward.

“What do you want to know?” he said with an uncomfortable laugh as he pulled the car away from the curb.
I shrugged.  “Everything. What do you do?”
“Should I assume you’ve never used Scuttle?” he shot me a quick glance.
“I may have dabbled,” I responded coyly.
The truth was that everyone I knew used Scuttle. I’d been on the site just this morning to see how the girls 

were doing on their respective trips.
“Then you understand the basics. It’s all about allowing people to connect, share their lives with each other.”
“How did you get started?”
“I started developing the site back in college with a couple of buddies. We started small, mostly just a campus 

thing. But it started to grow. Eventually we all dropped out of college to run the company.” He stopped the car at a 
red light and turned to me. “We got really lucky. We worked hard, yes, but we had no idea what we were doing.”

“It seems to have worked for you.”
He smirked. “I’m doing alright.”
“So you never finished college?” I asked, trying not to sound judgmental.
“I did.” He looked away. “It always bothered me that I never finished my degree, so I started taking classes 

again. I got my MBA last year.”
“Oh.” The next question that popped into my head I blurted out without thinking. “How old are you?”
“28.”
I was just a few weeks shy of 22. That made him six years older than me. As if I wasn’t feeling insecure 

enough, I now had to worry about our age difference. “That’s a good age.”
“You’re worried about the difference in our ages, aren’t you?”
“Not worried per se. But it’s something to consider.” I had never dated anyone more than a year or two older 

than me. Dexter wasn’t just another guy; he was a man. “What should I know about this event we’re going to?”
“About a year ago, we decided we needed a physical presence abroad. A month ago, we opened our offices 

here in London and we’re having a party to celebrate. It will be a lot of hand shaking and patting on the back.” He 
gave me an apologetic look. “Hopefully it won’t be too miserable for you.”

I was starting to think that he might not be exaggerating. “Will all of the guests be your employees?”
“Technically, yes. They’re a really great group of people, though. I’m fairly confident that you’ll have fun.”
We had made it over the bridge and I got the feeling based on traffic that we were getting close to our 

destination.
“Will you have any fun?” I asked.
“A little.” He shrugged. “This party isn’t for me. I’m the boss, so most people won’t feel comfortable with me 

there. I’ll make the rounds and then we can go somewhere else.”
“Ugh,” I groaned.
He looked at me in alarm. “What’s wrong?”
“I just realized that I’m the boss’s date. No one is going to talk to me.” I sighed dramatically. “This is almost 

as bad as having your mom as a teacher in school.”
“But think of it this way- you’re making my night so much better just by being there with me.”
“Yeah, yeah. Don’t you understand that this isn’t about you? This is about me.”
He smiled. “I’ll try to keep that in mind. Now put on your party face because we are here.”
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Quest didn’t look like a fancy nightclub from the outside. It looked just like any other building except for 
the velvet rope and bouncer at the door.

Dexter opened my door and gave me his hand. I took it, hoping that my legs wouldn’t shake as I stood. 
While he gave his keys to the valet, I took a few deep breaths. I had mostly been teasing Dexter about no one liking 
me, but I was also fairly certain that was also going to be reality. I knew if I was one of the employees, I wouldn’t 
want to spend my evening schmoozing with my boss’s date.

As if he sensed my concern, Dexter leaned close, his body pressing against mine, and whispered in my ear. 
“They’re going to be just as smitten with you as I am.”

When he was standing that close to me, I couldn’t think about anything other than the feeling of his body 
on mine and his delicious scent surrounding me.

“I think you’re giving me too much credit,” I said, but I suddenly felt much better about everything.
“Two hours,” he said. “If either of us wants to go after that, we’ll consider this a success.”
“Deal.”
Dexter led us past the line out front, putting us on the receiving end of a number of dirty looks. When he 

gave his name to the bouncer, we were immediately allowed to enter.
“It pays to be with the boss,” I said, feeling much cooler than I deserved.
“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet,” he replied. The palm of his hand pressed against my lower back as he escorted 

me into the club. “Our party is upstairs.”
I felt very self-conscious as I scaled the stairs, slowly because of the heels Cessy made me wear. I was quite 

aware of Dexter’s presence behind me, no doubt staring directly at my rear as I climbed.
“You lead the way,” I said when we got to the top.
He took my hand again and this time his grip was a little tight. It occurred to me then that he was just as 

nervous as me. As he composed himself, I took my time surveying the room. About a hundred people mingled about, 
holding fancy drinks and generally having a good time.

“Looks like a fun group,” I commented.
Dexter look unconvinced.
“Come on,” I said with a laugh, tugging him forward. “If you’re good, I’ll take you for ice cream after.”
“Okay then.” He begrudgingly stepped into the room.
Almost instantly, we were surrounded by people smiling earnestly and speaking in overly polite tones. It 

didn’t take me long to understand why Dexter had been so quick to warn me about the awkwardness of the evening. 
While everyone was perfectly nice and friendly, it was clear that they were filtering their words and behavior while 
talking to Dexter.

They were even more awkward around me. Several of them asked how long I’d been seeing Mr. Sanders, 
which made me felt like I was about eighty years old. Other small groups stood around talking in hushed voices 
while staring in our direction. 

The scrutiny finally got to be too much so I excused myself to use the restroom. It was nice and quiet inside, 
allowing me to clear my head. I sat in one of the stalls and took several deep breaths.

The door opened, sending in a wave of laughter and music. When it shut again, two female voices began to 
speak.

“The boss looks good tonight,” one of them observed.
“The boss always looks good,” the other said and they both giggled. “Did you see his date?”
“She was pretty. But she’s probably a bit dim. She looks like the type that would date a man because he is 

wealthy.”
“She’s American.”
“Well, that would explain it.”
Again they both laughed. 
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“Do you think the new girl knows about Laurel?”
“If she knows about Laurel and she still came here with him, then she deserves what she gets.”
“Hope she’s ready to be a step-mum!”
My heart thudded in my chest so loudly that I was certain they would be able to hear it. But they didn’t. 

After a quick discussion about hair, they left and I was alone again. Leaning over the sink, I splashed cool water on 
my face. As I was dabbing myself dry, the door opened again.

This woman I recognized- Marian. Dexter had introduced her as his assistant. She had been one of the only 
people to have a normal, relaxed conversation with me.

“Needed a break?” she guessed sympathetically.
“It was a bit tense out there.” I locked eye contact with her in the mirror. Based on what I had overheard, I 

needed to know some answers about Dexter and I was willing to bet Marian could help me out. “Can I ask you 
something?”

“I suppose,” she said with a frown, as if she could sense what I was about to ask.
“Who’s Laurel?”
She sighed. “Let me guess- the marketing girls got to you?”
“Not exactly. I overheard some people talking.”
“I guess you better hear it from me,” she said. “Laurel used to work on the marketing team. She quit a couple 

months back after becoming pregnant. Some people speculate that she’s carrying Dexter’s baby.”
It wasn’t too far off from what I had guessed. “Why would they think that?”
“Laurel is quite beautiful. Dexter seemed fond of her. Now she is with child and doesn’t need to work? That 

only makes sense if the baby’s father is wealthy.” 
I couldn’t keep the look of surprise from my face.
“You shouldn’t listen to office gossip,” she said with a smile. “Dexter has always been a perfect gentleman in 

my eyes. But then again, my eyes are a bit blinded by his good looks.”
“Welcome to my world,” I muttered.
After another deep breath, I headed back to the party. Dexter was standing more or less where I left him, 

near the bar. I stopped for a drink before rejoining him. He was just wrapping up a conversation with a very serious 
looking man when I approached. When his eyes found me stepping through the crowd, he smiled broadly.

“I thought maybe you snuck out the bathroom window,” he said.
“That would’ve been tricky on the second floor.” I had a hard time staying irritated when he smiled at me 

like that. “Did I miss anything?”
“Hopefully me,” he said, laughing when I rolled my eyes. “You should know that many women find me 

charming.”
“I’m sure they do,” I mumbled, thinking about Laurel. “It’s amazing you are still single.”
He didn’t seem to get that I was being serious. “It’s good news for you.”
“Right.”
I noticed two women standing about ten feet away, staring hard in our direction. I was certain that they were 

the chat queens I had overheard in the bathroom. My stomach began to twist.
“Are you okay?” Dexter asked, noticing my sudden change in demeanor.
“Actually, I’m not feeling very well suddenly.”
“Here, let’s get you a seat.” He grabbed my elbow and ushered me to a bar stool. Once I was seated, he 

scanned my face. “You look a bit green. Do you want to go home?”
“I’ll be okay,” I said, fighting back a wave of nausea. “On second thought, maybe I better go.”
Dexter looked around, flustered. “Okay. Let me quickly tell someone that I’m leaving and then we can go.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t leave your own party. I’ll just get a taxi.” I started to stand, but Dexter held 

me down.
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“It’s fine. I can go-”
“Stop.” I gave him a hard look. “I’m quite capable of getting home on my own.”
“Alright. But you aren’t taking a taxi. I’m getting you a car.”
He had his phone out before I could stop him. In less than five minutes, a car was waiting for me out front. 

Dexter insisted on walking me out.
“Straight home, young lady,” he said as he opened the car door for me.
“Yes, sir.” I smiled sheepishly. “This is pretty embarrassing. Sorry to be such a pain on your big night.”
“It happens.” He shrugged. “There’s always tomorrow.”
I nodded, wondering if I would feel any better in the morning or if the truth would still be gnawing at me. 

“Thanks for putting up with me tonight.”
“It was my pleasure.” He grinned and leaned in, kissing me softly on the cheek. “Good night, Taylor. Feel 

better.”
“Good night.”
My cheek still tingled after the door was shut and we pulled away. I glanced out the window and saw that 

Dexter was still standing there, watching us disappear around the corner.
I was glad to find the flat empty when I got home. Cessy was out with friends and likely wouldn’t be home 

for hours. Rather than spend time pondering the thoughts in my head, I found a bottle of wine in the kitchen and 
opened it, taking the whole thing with me as I started a bubble bath.

By the time I was neck deep in bubbles, half of the bottle was gone and I was feeling much better. While I 
sang along with the radio, I started to think more about what I had learned about Dexter.

He had been nothing less than a perfect gentlemen to me during our time together. But if the rumors about 
Laurel turned out to be true, then Dexter wasn’t the kind of man I wanted to waste time on. But if it was really just a 
rumor and I accused Dexter of fathering a child and paying off Laurel, he would probably never want to speak to me 
again. Now I just had to figure out how I could learn the truth without jeopardizing whatever might be developing 
between us.

I was hoping that after a good night’s sleep the answer might come to me, but I was even more confused in 
the morning. With a large cup of coffee and laptop in front of me, I started digging up as much dirt as possible on 
Dexter as I could. There wasn’t much dirt to be dug.

When he’d first decided to open an office in the city, he had spent a lot of time in London. From what I 
could tell, he had dated a couple of actresses and models and was even seen in public with a duchess. But no website 
anywhere mentioned a woman named Laurel. An hour after I started my research, the intercom buzzed and I let in a 
delivery man.

He was weighed down with packages. “Taylor James?” he asked.
I nodded and gestured for him to come inside. After he placed the items on table, I signed the delivery slip.
“Have a nice day,” he said, literally tipping his cap to me.
Once he was gone, I paced in front of the delivered items. I had a very good idea who had sent them.
The card in the vase full of flowers seemed like a good place to start. I plucked the notecard out of the 

arrangement and read the careful handwriting.
Thanks for a wonderful night.

Hope you are feeling much better by now. Without a proper diagnosis of your condition, I wasn’t sure what you 
would need so I bought a random assortment. Hopefully something does the trick.

Dex
It was probably the nicest thing anyone had ever done for me. It made me feel terrible that my only real 

affliction had been jealousy and suspicion.
Dexter had covered all his bases. He’d sent soup, chocolates, ice cream, cold medicine, Kleenex, cough drops, 

and a teddy bear encouraging me to “Get Well.” 
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It was hard to picture a man that sent get well teddy bears as a negligent baby daddy. Those two things just 
didn’t go together.

Before I could talk myself out of it, I messaged Dexter to thank him for the gifts. I would’ve called, but I 
knew that hearing his voice would make me lose my resolve. After he replied that it wasn’t a problem and inquired 
about my health, I invited him to come over so we could talk.

It must’ve sounded like an ominous request because he responded that he would be by in twenty minutes. 
That didn’t leave me much time to shower and make myself somewhat presentable. He arrived right on time and 
after polite greetings, I led him out onto the balcony. So far, Cessy had been diligently sleeping away her hangover, 
but our talking might wake her. I didn’t want us to be interrupted.

“Thanks again for everything. That was really very sweet of you.” I sat carefully on one of the small metal 
chairs.

Dexter remained standing. “I’m just glad you’re feeling better.”
“Yeah.” I thought hard about what I would say next. “I need to ask you something, and it’s pretty personal 

and presumptive so I’ll understand if you get mad.”
“No. I’m not a virgin.” He let out a breath. “Whew. I’m glad we got that over with. I knew you would figure 

it out eventually.”
“Stop being funny, Dex.” I tried to glare at him but had to return his smile. “This is important.”
“Okay. Funny turned off.” He finally sat in the chair across from me.
I busied myself playing with the drawstring of my hoodie. “Last night I overheard some women talking in 

the bathroom. About you.”
“Oh? Was it about how much they love having me as their boss?” He tried to sound carefree, but his smile 

said that he was nervous.
“Actually, it was about Laurel.”
Any part of me that had hoped the story wasn’t true faded away when I saw Dexter’s reaction.
“Well, I guess that explains why you weren’t feeling well last night.” He sat back with a sigh.
“Is it true?”
“Does it matter?” His arms crossed over his chest. “Everything thinks it’s true.”
“It matters to me,” I said.
Dexter looked at me, considering. “Laurel is pregnant, yes. But I didn’t pay her off. She didn’t feel 

comfortable working at the company anymore. People were already starting to talk. I’ve been supporting her while 
she finds something else. But we’re not together.”

It wasn’t the answer I had been hoping to hear. But I was glad that he had decided to tell me the truth.
“Look, Taylor. Maybe I should’ve said something to you, but we just met and I was pretty sure something 

like this would scare you off.” He leaned forward. “I’m trying to do the right thing with Laurel. I really am. I hope 
you can see that I’m not a bad guy.”

“You said it yourself, Dex. We just met. I don’t really know anything about you.” Before he had admitted 
that it was true, I’d been so certain about how I would react. I would end things now, make a clean break.

But now that I was sitting across from him, seeing how miserable he felt about everything, my resolve 
wavered.

“I still really like you, Taylor. I’ll understand if you don’t feel the same way, but I hope you’ll be willing to 
give me a chance.”

I looked away, focusing on buildings in the distance rather than his piercing blue eyes. I needed some time to 
think. “Maybe we should take a step back,” I suggested.

“Is that a polite way of telling me to bugger off?” he asked with a sad smile.
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“It’s my way of saying that I need some time.” My chest tightened, reminding me that I was dealing with 
more than just Dexter’s revelation. “You have no way of knowing this, but I’m a little damaged on the inside. I can’t 
just instantly trust people. It’s going to take me time to decide if I can trust you.”

He nodded thoughtfully. “Okay. If time is what you need, I can give you that. But you should know that you 
can trust me, Taylor.”

“Maybe you’ll have to prove that to me,” I said.
“Maybe I will.” He grinned. “Since it appears you don’t have the plague, any chance I can convince you to 

spend the day with me?”
“Doesn’t that directly contradict my request?”
“No, of course not. This is just one friend asking another friend to hang out.” His eyes widened innocently. 

“I just thought you might need someone to show you around town.”
My resolve was quickly melting. “Just friends?”
“For now.” He winked. “At least until you can’t resist me any longer.”
“Okay.” I sighed dramatically. “I guess I can spend the day with a friend.”
“Excellent.” He clapped his hands together. “Now, go put on some comfortable shoes. I don’t want to hear 

any complaining about sore feet and blisters.”
“What do you have planned?” I asked suspiciously.
“Everything.” He pointed inside. “Go.”
I followed Dexter’s advice, pulling on comfortable shoes to match my casual outfit. It was a drastic change 

from what I had worn the previous night, but he didn’t seem to even notice.
“You make sneakers look good,” he said with his usual heart-stopping smile.
You make everything look good, I thought to myself. Dexter himself was also dressed casually- jeans, t-shirt, 

and baseball cap. I tried not to judge him too hard for being a Yankees fan.
“Does your plan for the day involve food?” I asked hopefully.
“It does indeed.”
We stepped outside, joining the other early morning pedestrians on the sidewalk. It was a perfect morning- 

sunny and warm, but not too warm. It was going to be an ideal day to play tourist.
Dexter led us a few blocks south, stopping at a tiny café that was nearly hidden from the street. “After you,” 

he said, holding open the door.
I was surprised when the door turned out to be a hallway, leading to a small outdoor garden. “What is this 

place?”
“Matilda’s,” he said. “It’s only open when the weather is nice because it’s entirely outdoors. They have great 

coffee.”
“I’m sold,” I said, taking in the romantic setting.
Beautiful flowers covered every open inch of the non-paved ground. Lush vines crawled up old trellises and 

soft piano music drifted through the air.
“Dexter!”
A portly woman with graying hair and too much makeup rushed forward. She threw her arms around him in 

a tight embrace that he returned with a laugh.
“Matty, it’s great to see you.”
“It’s been ages since you graced us with your presence,” she said, stepping back. “You brought a friend, I see.”
“This is Taylor. She didn’t instantly fall for my charms, so I’m doing my best to persuade her,” he said. “Can 

you help me out?”
Matilda smiled. “Take the seat in the corner and I will see what I can do.”
The seat in the corner turned out to be the best seat. Dexter held out my chair and I sat slowly, impressed by 

a nearby stone fountain that trickled water.
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“You’re pulling out all the stops,” I said.
“This is one of my favorite places in the city. I come here at least once per week when I’m in town.” Dexter 

pointed to a window that overlooked the courtyard. “I used to rent that flat several years ago when I first started 
spending a lot of time in London.”

It was nice to hear Dexter talk about a normal past. I had been struggling to picture him as anything other 
than a suave, wealthy businessman.

“Is that how you and Matty got so close?” I said with a smirk.
“I didn’t know many people in the city back then. I used to come down here for breakfast almost every day. 

Matilda treated me like family.” He paused as Matilda approached with our coffee.
“I’ve taken the liberty of putting in your usual order. Times two,” she added, looking at me. “She’s pretty, 

Dex. You’ve done well for yourself.”
Dexter actually blushed. “Don’t scare her away, Matty.”
“Not a chance.” She stared hard at me. “This one fancies you, Dexter. I can see it in her eyes.”
Now it was my turn to blush.
“Matty.” Dexter cleared his throat pointedly.
“Alright, darling. I can take a hint.” She grinned at us both and sailed away.
“She’s very... interesting,” I said, watching her dance her way between tables.
Dexter reached for his coffee. “She’s one of my favorite people in the world.”
The smell of coffee wafted to my nose and I had to admit that it smelled delicious. Very carefully, I took a 

sip. “Wow. That is orgasmic.”
Dexter’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Interesting choice of words.”
“You disagree?” I challenged.
“With you? Never.” He leaned back in his seat. “Now, I’ve told you something personal about me. Your 

turn.”
“What do you want to know?” I asked, wrinkling my nose distastefully. “I’m actually very boring.”
“Tell me about your family.”
“Next topic.” I pretended to be busy blowing on my coffee.
Dexter’s head tilted. “Sore subject? Let me guess... absentee father?”
“My father killed himself three years ago,” I said bluntly.
“Whoa.” Dexter’s mouth dropped open. “I just shoved my foot all the way into my mouth, didn’t I?”
I shrugged. “You didn’t know.”
“Still. It was none of my business.”
“I didn’t mean to throw it in your face like that. I’ve just never talked about it with anyone besides my sister.”
“Sister?”
When I thought of Payton and her crazy personality, I smiled. “Payton. She’s my identical twin, actually.”
“No way.” Dexter’s eyes flashed. “That’s too good to be true.”
“Well, we may look alike, but that’s where the similarities end.” So many times growing up, people had been 

shocked to find that we were nothing alike aside from our appearance. “Payton is a wild woman. She likes to get into 
trouble, give people a hard time. But she’s brave and strong. I wish I could be more like that.”

“Is she back in Chicago?”
“No, actually. She is spending a few months in Rome. Supposedly practicing her craft- she wants to be a chef. 

But more likely she’s just hooking up with Italian men and eating a lot of gelato.”
“I like her already.” Dexter spun his coffee mug in a slow circle. “Any other siblings?”
I grimaced. “A step-sister.”
“Like in Cinderella?”
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“Not quite that bad.” Since my mother had only remarried a couple years ago, I had already been out of the 
house before the new members of the family moved in. “Logan is a nice enough girl.”

Dexter nodded. “I can see that you are just dying to talk about this.”
“It’s not exactly a happy memory,” I snapped.
“I get it.” Dexter held up his hands defensively. “My mom had me when she was seventeen. My dad was 

never in the picture. Then, when I was twelve, she met someone. I wasn’t happy welcoming a strange man into my 
life. But Tom is a good man, and we get along swimmingly now.”

“It’s not the same.” I looked away, willing myself not to get emotional. “My mother was having an affair with 
Rick, who also happened to be my dad’s best friend. Dad found out and Mom said that she was going to leave him 
and take us kids with her. Long story short, Dad had a breakdown and ended up shooting himself in the head.”

When I looked back at Dexter my face was stony. “He was only dead six months when she married Rick.”
Dexter was so silent it felt like he had stopped breathing. It was the reaction I had always feared, which is 

why I had never told anyone the whole story.
“How can I ever accept the man that destroyed my family?” I wasn’t just asking rhetorically. I really wanted 

an answer. It didn’t feel good to hate him, and hate my mother. I wanted to be able to forgive them.
“Maybe you don’t have to forgive them,” he said. “What they did was wrong. Maybe you just have to accept 

them for who they are- imperfect human beings. Love is a choice, Taylor. You can choose to love them despite their 
mistakes.”

“I’m not sure I can.”
Matilda picked the perfect time to return to our table carrying plates of food. As a full English breakfast was 

spread before us, I struggled to regain my composure.
“Enjoy,” Matilda said after refilling our coffee.
Dexter and I enjoyed our breakfast in quiet. Listening to the small waterfall next to us, eating a delicious 

meal, and smelling the garden that surrounded us, it was easy to forget the last ten minutes of conversation.
“This place really is wonderful,” I said, giving Dexter a warm smile. “Thank you for sharing it with me.”
“Glad you like it.” His voice lowered and he said, “I’ve never brought anyone here before. You’re my first.”
I blinked hard. “Really? I feel so special.”
“You are special.” His hand reached across the table, covering mine. “I’m going to prove it to you.”
“Dex.” I pulled my hand away. “Just friends, remember?”
“I remember.” He nodded toward the door. “Are you ready for the next stop on our journey?”
“Sure, but don’t we need to pay?”
Dexter looked embarrassed again. “I eat for free here.”
“You do?” My eyes narrowed. “Why? Do you pay for your meals in sexual favors or something?”
He laughed hard. “No, nothing like that. A few years ago, Matilda mentioned that she might have to close. 

This place doesn’t get a lot of business. I offered to invest and in return, I get free meals.”
I knew that Dexter wasn’t investing in Matilda’s to make money. This place probably hadn’t turned a profit 

since it came into existence. Essentially, he was giving Matilda money so that she wouldn’t have to close her business. 
It was an incredibly sweet thing to do.

“You just keep doing that,” I said with a shake of my head.
“Doing what?”
“Charming me without trying.” I pushed my chair back and stood. “You must be compensating for a serious 

flaw.”
“No one is perfect, Taylor,” he said, rather darkly. “Especially me.”
Stepping out onto the sidewalk again felt like leaving behind a magical world. We were instantly back in 

London, surrounded by millions of people.
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We fell into step with them, back in step with the city. It was easy to stroll next to Dexter, taking in the 
neighborhood. He liked to point out his favorite pubs and bookshops, giving me his own personal guided tour of the 
city.

With his baseball hat pulled low over his eyes, very few people seemed to recognize him. I only spotted a 
couple people pointing in our direction. I wondered if Dexter ever got used to the attention.

“I feel like I’m on a date with a movie star or something,” I said, noticing a group of people taking our 
picture. “Does it ever bother you?”

“I barely even notice.” He kept his eyes straight ahead as we walked. “People are only fascinated because I’m 
young. In a couple of years, no one will care how much I’m worth.”

“Give yourself more credit than that.” Even I, a pop culture deviant, could appreciate his legacy. He had 
created one of the most successful websites in history, not to mention developing an entirely new way for people to 
communicate. “You’ve done something pretty amazing.”

“It’s just a job, Taylor.” He seemed almost annoyed by my comment. “There’s more to me than just my 
success with Scuttle.”

“I know.” I grabbed his arm, forcing him to stop and look at me. “You know I don’t care about any of that 
right? I liked you before I ever knew about your company, back when I was just a clumsy girl throwing water in your 
lap.”

A cocky smile spread over his face. “I knew you liked me. Now you’re grabbing my arm, pretty soon you’ll be 
inviting me into your bed.”

“And that moment was just ruined...” I rolled my eyes. “Forget what I just said. I used to like you- until I was 
exposed to your arrogant, gross alter-ego.”

“It was only a matter of time.” He pointed to the structure in front of us. “Second stop- straight up.”
“Up?” I looked toward the top of the pillar and was surprised to see an observatory deck. “What is this 

place?”
“The Monument.” He pointed to a sign nearby giving the history of the landmark. “It was built to 

commemorate the Great Fire of London. 311 steps all the way up so we better get started.”
I suddenly understood why he had been so adamant about comfortable shoes. “The view better be worth it.”
“It will be,” he said with certainty.
Dexter led the way as we climbed, stopping occasionally to look over his should at me. About halfway up, he 

asked, “The view is worth it, right?”
“Ha.” I scowled. I couldn’t deny that I had been checking out his firm butt. Since it was directly in my line of 

sight, I’d barely been looking at anything else. “At least now I’ve found your redeeming trait.”
“Funny,” he said, not-quite-smiling.
By the time we made it to the top, my legs were beginning to burn and I felt slightly dizzy from the winding 

repetition on the way up.
“Oh!” I was pleasantly surprised to find that the view had been more than worth the climb. “Nice work, 

Sanders.”
“We’re still talking about my butt, right?”
“You’re incorrigible.” I slapped his arm and he caught my hand, pulling me out further.
Dexter led us to the edge. “See that building there with the gargoyle type thing on top?”
“Yeah.”
“That’s my office.” He smiled proudly. “Scuttle takes up the top three floors.”
It was cute to see him finally showing some excitement when talking about his company. “When do I get to 

see the inside?”
“Whenever you want.” His hand pressed against my lower back as he looked over my shoulder. I got a whiff 

of his clean, manly scent and my heart jumped.
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“It really is a beautiful city,” I said, more to myself than him.
“We’re just getting started.” 
Dexter tapped the arm of a nearby tourist and held out his phone. “Would you take our photo?”
I was surprised. “Really?”
“We need to document this moment,” he said. “Smile.”
His arm went around my shoulders easily and I leaned into him, forcing a smile despite the butterflies in my 

stomach. I was surprised that the picture actually turned out pretty well.
“That figures,” I said, frowning at it.
“What?” Dexter looked at it closer.
“We’re up here with the wind whipping around after having climbed all those stairs and I look like a crazy 

person while you look like a model. Figures.” I handed him the phone.
“You are insane.”
I remembered what he had said just prior. “Why was it so important to document this moment?”
He leaned close, lips a few inches from my ear. “Because this is the moment where you start to realize that 

you are crazy about me.”
“Oh, please. Get over yourself.” But my heart was still racing and my knees felt weak. I was confident that 

neither of those things had anything to do with the climb.
“The lady doth protest too much.” He gestured to the stairs. “Let’s go. Next stop.”
“You going to put that picture on Scuttle?” I teased.
The climb down should’ve been much easier than going up, but now my legs were numb and I was feeling 

breathless. As much as I didn’t want it to be true, I was immensely attracted to Dexter. That was going to make it 
hard to stick with my just friends approach to our relationship.

“What’s next?” I asked when our feet were back on the ground.
“How are those legs feeling?” he asked.
“A little tired, but not bad.”
He thought for a second. “At the risk of being terribly cliché, you up for a ride?”
Ten minutes later, we were located on the top of a double decker bus, along with twenty other tourists.
We sat at the back, drinking large coffees and enjoying the ride. “I was skeptical at first,” I admitted. “But 

this was a good idea.”
“It’s one of the easiest ways to see all the big attractions. Or should I say, almost all the big attractions. But if 

you’re lucky, you’ll get to see another one later tonight.” He waggled his eyebrows and I groaned.
“I’m assuming a follow up pun is coming about Big Ben?”
Dexter laughed and put his arm on the seatback behind me. “Sorry to disappoint you, but that hadn’t 

crossed my mind. I’m not as perverted as you.”
“How are you still single?” I wondered, faking awe. “I would think that calling women perverted would 

really work for you.”
“I have commitment issues,” he said, his smile weak. “I’m married to my job. I don’t believe in monogamy. 

I’ve had my heart broken. I haven’t met the right girl. Which cliché gets me the most sympathy?”
“The truth.”
He froze. “You say that now.”
“Try me.” I asked again, seriously this time, “Why are you still single?”
He looked away before answering. “This probably won’t be that hard to believe, but I was a total nerd in 

high school. I was scrawny, shy, and preferred computers to girls.”
‘You’re kidding.” I almost laughed at the thought of Dexter as a shy computer nerd.
“Not even a little bit,” he said. “I never went to a single school dance, didn’t even kiss a girl until after 

graduation.”
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“You were a total nerd,” I said, shaking my head in disbelief. “This is so fascinating.”
“Glad you’re enjoying my shame.” He pretended to be hurt. “Anyway, things were a little better in college. I 

no longer had panic attacks whenever I talked to a girl. But I was also busier than ever, focused almost completely on 
my business. The other guys still wanted to party and enjoy college, but I was focused on the future.”

“Other guys?”
“Kenny Marks and Bill Young. We met in our computer science class freshman year and came up with the 

idea for Scuttle together.”
“Kenny and Bill? Are they still with the company?”
Dexter shrugged noncommittally. “Kenny asked us to buy him out a few years ago. He took the money and 

retired to the Caribbean at the ripe age of 24. Bill is still technically the CTO of Scuttle, but he only shows up to 
work about one day per quarter.”

“Leaving you to do all the work?”
“Not all of it, but a lot of it. I’m fortunate to have good people working for me now, but in the beginning I 

was on my own and had to put in a lot of hours. That didn’t leave a lot of time for developing meaningful 
relationships.”

It seemed like a logical explanation. I would imagine that establishing a company that netted a billion dollars 
every year required an insane amount of hard work. But I suspected there had to be another reason that he had 
remained single. “That’s it?”

“Sure. Why not?”
“It’s just, if you meet someone that you really like, you’ll find time for them. It’s that simple. It doesn’t 

matter how busy you are, or how many millions your company is making, you’ll find a way to be with them. If you’d 
met ‘the one,’ there’s no way you would still be single now.”

Dexter turned to study me, his beautiful face just inches from mine. “I suppose you’re right about that. But 
then, I only just met you a few days ago.”

Gulp. I was pretty sure Dexter was implying that he thought I might be “the one.” Was it even possible to 
know something like that so soon? We hadn’t even kissed yet!

“Again with the charm,” I said, trying not to picture our wedding and children. “Give it a few more hours. 
You’ll be sick of me soon enough.”

“You’re probably right about that,” he agreed, laughing when I elbowed him in the ribs.
It was such a relaxing ride that we began to settle in, leaning against each other. We exchanged funny stories 

from our past, teasing each other good naturedly. I loved hearing tales of a nerdy Dexter trying to flirt with girls and 
failing miserably.

By the end of our loop, I had fallen half-asleep, my head on Dexter’s shoulder. His arm was around me now, 
his hand gently stroking my shoulder.

“We need to hop off soon,” he said reluctantly. “It’s time for the next stop on our adventure.”
“Do we have to?” I sighed dramatically. “I’ve finally gotten comfortable.”
“We can stay on the bus, but we’ll miss our dinner reservations.”
He knew exactly the right thing to say to get me to move.
We had looped completely through the city and were now at the Thames. Dexter led us to a quaint looking 

restaurant directly overlooking the river. When he gave his name to the host, we were immediately ushered to a table 
by the window.

“I could get used to this celebrity treatment,” I said as I looked out over the water. The sun was beginning to 
set and a cool breeze came through the open window.

“It has its perks.” Dexter looked at me over the candles that decorated the tabletop.
“I don’t think I’m dressed appropriately,” I said, observing that everyone around us was dressed quite nicely. 

“I’m probably ruining your image.”
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Dexter continued to stare. “Not a chance.”
“Why are staring at me like I’ve grown two heads?” I nervously patted down my hair.
“I’m sorry. I’m still getting used to your beauty. Sometimes it takes my breath away.”
It sounded like a line from a cheesy romantic comedy. Or the line of a man determine to get a woman into 

bed. But I also knew exactly what he meant because I felt the same way around him.
I would catch him at a certain angle, or like now in the candlelight, and my attraction to him would flare up, 

igniting a fire within me that I had never before experienced. 
There was no way to deny it- I wanted Dexter Sanders.
“You should see me when I wake up in the morning,” I joked. “My hair is out to here and if I didn’t sleep 

well I have these big, dark circles under my eyes.”
“I hope to see that someday,” he said with a meaningful look.
My entire body flushed with warmth. “Just friends,” I reminded him, completely lacking enthusiasm.
We placed our orders and Dexter requested a ridiculously expensive bottle of champagne. As dinner 

progressed, it became more and more obvious that I wasn’t going to be able to resist him much longer. He was funny, 
kind, charming, smart, and sexy. In short- he was too good to be true, and for some reason he didn’t seem to know 
that he was out of my league.

To cover my blossoming feelings, I drank. A lot. Unfortunately, that also had the effect of loosening my 
tongue.

“I’ve never been in love,” I said, waving my fork in the air. “Does that strike you as abnormal? I’m nearly 22 
and I’ve never been in love.”

“You’ve got plenty of time for that,” Dexter said with humor dancing in his eyes.
“I don’t know if I even want that.” I slammed down my fork a little too hard, rattling my plate. “My father 

loved my mother and look where that got him. Dead.”
Dexter coughed uncomfortably. “I’m not sure those two things are directly related.”
“Have you ever been in love?”
“No.” The long look he gave me was intense. “For a very long time, I wasn’t sure I believed in falling in love.”
“Typical guy,” I said with a roll of my eyes.
“Give me a chance to explain. I believed that people thought they were falling in love, but really they were 

just deciding to love someone.” His foot grazed mine under the table. “But I think I’m beginning to change my 
mind.”

“You are?” I swallowed hard.
He reached over, his fingers skimming the top of my hand and making my skin tingle. “Maybe I just hadn’t 

found the right girl.”
“Maybe not.” I opened my hand our fingers threaded together. “How many more stops tonight?”
“One. Maybe two, if you’re up for it.”
“Let’s go.”
Our next stop turned out to be right around the corner. This was one that even I recognized.
“The Eye?”
“It’s our last touristy stop of the night, but an important one.” He took my hand and pulled me to the front 

of the line.
“What’s so important about this place?” I asked, wilting under the angry glares of the people waiting in line.
Dexter stopped and pulled me closer. “This is where you’re going to decide that you don’t want to be just 

friends with me.”
“Oh it is?”
He turned away and approached the young guy taking tickets. After a quick conversation and a handshake 

that no doubt covered for an exchange of money, he stepped back.
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“Let’s go. Step forward.”
I eyed Dexter suspiciously, but he gave me an innocent look.
“Step on!”
The glass car came around, door open, and we stepped inside while it was still moving. I expected a dozen 

more people to fill the car behind us, but the door closed with just Dexter and me inside.
“What did this cost you?” I asked.
“I don’t know what you mean.” Dexter came close to me and took my hands. “This whole trip around takes 

about thirty minutes. That should be more than enough time for me to convince you.”
“Convince me of what?”
“That I’m worth the risk.”
Locked in the car with no other distractions, it was impossible not to become overwhelmed by my feelings. 

Desire, passion, attraction, and even fondness. Yes, I had to admit to myself that I adored Dexter Sanders.
“I think the city looks even better at night,” I said, stepping away from him and toward the glass wall. The 

river was just below us, Big Ben just across the way. But as much as I tried to focus on the view, all I could really think 
about was the amazing man standing behind me.

He moved closer, brushing against my back. I stood very still, taking shallow breaths. “This has been a really 
nice day,” I said, my voice hushed.

“I agree.”
I could feel the warmth of his breath on my cheek. My body responded with a warm flush. “I almost don’t 

want it to end.”
“It doesn’t have to.” His hand caressed my shoulder, moving down my arm. 
I caught his reflection in the glass, saw the desire in his icy eyes. It matched my own. Our eyes locked and my 

breath hitched.
Dexter’s hand moved from my arm to my side, his fingers finding a small sliver of exposed skin. 
“Just friends?” he asked, voice deep.
If I’d had a white flag, I would’ve thrown it up in surrender. Instead, I turned around slowly.
“Friends with benefits?” I asked, unable to look away from his mesmerizing eyes.
Dexter didn’t bother answering. His lips closed over mine so forcefully that I melted into him. My arms 

went around his neck, pulling myself even closer to him. He backed me up against the glass and I could feel its 
coolness pressing against my back as his hand went under my shirt.

The warmth of his touch blazed a fiery trail over my skin, first at my back and then up my side until the palm 
of his hand cupped my breast. It occurred to me that we were moving too fast, giving into our hormones, but I no 
longer cared. All I cared about was how good his lips felt grazing my neck.

I gasped when Dexter’s phone began to vibrate, pulsing against me in a fortuitous position. He ignored it, or 
perhaps just enjoyed the way it made me squirm. The third time it happened, he reluctantly pulled away.

“I should probably answer it,” he said, breathlessly.
“Please,” I gasped, thankful for the interruption.
He took a few deep breaths before answering. “Sanders.”
His ability to focus under the circumstances was impressive. I was still breathing hard, adjusting my shirt, 

and smoothing my hair.
“I thought we already discussed this. We’re not going to agree to those terms.” Dexter paced away from me, 

running a hand through his hair.
I stayed on the other side of the car, giving him as much privacy as possible. But it was impossible not to 

overhear his conversation. Based on the one side I could hear, something was blowing up back in the U.S. and they 
needed Dexter to return as quickly as possible.

“Alright. I’ll confirm my itinerary. Just tell Paulsen not to sign anything until I get there.”
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He hung up quickly, his eyes flitting in my direction. “Bad news.”
“I figured as much. You need to go back to Chicago?” I tried not to sound as disappointed as I felt.
“One of the third parties we work with is trying to change the terms of our contract. I need to go meet with 

their CEO and square everything away.” He approached me at a slow saunter.
I had to resist the urge to rush him, jumping his bones. Now would not be a good time for that. “When will 

you leave?”
“As soon as possible.” His eyes bore into mine. “We’ll have to continue this later.”
I had approached our day together with no expectations. We would spend some time together, have some 

fun, and that would be it. We would say good night and go our separate ways. But now that I had actually spent the 
day with him, I wanted more. And now I couldn’t have it.

Dexter insisted on calling a car to take me home. He needed to stop by his office before catching a flight out 
of town. We said goodbye at the curb, our earlier passion tempered.

“I’ll call you,” he promised before giving me a sweet kiss.
“I’ll answer,” I said.
It took a lot of effort to force myself into the backseat. Dexter gave me one last, long look before shutting the 

door. Something about the way it slammed shut felt painfully final.
The next morning, I was still thinking about our kiss and the way it had felt so natural to be in his arms. I 

was still thinking about Dexter when my bedroom door flew open and Cessy sailed into the room.
“Where have you been?” she exclaimed, flopping onto the bed next to me.
“Right here, sleeping.”
“Alone?”
“No, with my imaginary friend Hector.”
Cessy jabbed me in the ribs with her elbow. “You are not as funny as you think.”
“Yes, I am.”
“I sure hope you weren’t this insufferable on your date.” Cessy snatched the pillow from beneath my head 

and placed it against the headboard before sitting with her back against it. “Start at the beginning, and don’t forget 
the salacious details.”

The annoyance I felt was equal parts refreshing and familiar. Cessy reminded me a lot of Payton and right 
then, I missed my sister.

“I really like him, Cess,” I said, still mystified. “Even with every reason not to pursue a relationship with him, 
I still want it.”

“What reasons?”
“He’s a successful businessman and I’m just a student. He knocked up one of his employees. Strangers take 

pictures of us when we walk down the street.  He spends at least half of his time in London and I’ll be going back to 
America in a few months. He has to leave in the middle of our date because he’s an adult with adult responsibilities.”

Saying all of it out loud made me feel even more confused and defeated. Could we ever find a way to make it 
work?

“Oh! We should see if you’re famous.” Cessy retrieved her phone from her pocket and started searching.
“That wasn’t really the point of my tirade,” I said with a frown. “You’re supposed to be listening 

sympathetically and giving me encouraging advice.”
“That doesn’t really sound like me.” Her eyes lit up. “Oh my word.”
“What?”
From the look on her face, I assumed she had found something embarrassing- a photo at a bad angle, or 

perhaps someone had caught us going at it on the Eye. I grabbed the phone from her.
“This is just Dex,” I said, confused.
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The photo was taken the previous day, based on his outfit. It was definitely taken at night, probably after our 
date. He was being let into the first floor of a flat by a pretty woman. The caption under the picture identified her as 
Laurel.

“Oh.”
He had said he was going to the office to pick up some important documents, then home to pack quickly 

before heading to the airport. He definitely hadn’t mentioned a stop by his baby mama’s place.
“To hell with him,” I said, tossing the phone on the bed.
“Bloody right.” Cessy sat up. “Forget the tosser. Put on some clothes and let’s get pissed down at the pub.”
“I’m not in the mood,” I said, feeling sorry for myself.
She grabbed me by the hand and tugged until I was up. “You will not let that arse ruin your time in 

London.”
Cessy had a point. I hadn’t come to London to fall in love. I’d come to learn more about my father’s family 

and to learn more about myself. I wasn’t going to waste one more minute of that precious time thinking about 
Dexter Sanders.
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OCTOBER

October 9
I keep forgetting that I’m supposed to be regaling my stories in this journal. A lot has happened since I last wrote a 

month ago. I know we’ve chatted on the phone a couple of times, but it’s not the same as the long talks we used to have at 
home. 

You know how they say that when one part of your life starts to go right, everything else gets screwy? Well in the 
last few weeks, mine has just been completely screwy. After I found out about Dexter’s shenanigans, I decided to shift my 
focus from romance to family. Cessy’s parents were in town and insisted on taking us out for dinner. I had met my Aunt 
Penny and Uncle Hugh only once, and I barely remember the encounter. From the short description that Cessy gave, I 
knew that I had to accept their invitation. They didn’t disappoint.

Aunt Penny was loud, colorful, offensive, and just generally delightful. She swore in her heavy accent and 
embarrassed Cessy whenever possible. Her father was a classic English gentleman. He obliged his wife’s every whim, only 
occasionally interrupting the conversation with a dry quip. He reminded me a lot of my dad.

I gladly accepted when they invited me out to their home in Kinnerley. They are celebrating their twenty-fifth 
wedding anniversary in a few weeks and all of my extended family will be there. Not only will it be the perfect 
opportunity to meet everyone, it is also great to be able to look forward to something not at all related to the male species. 
When it comes to men, I’m a total idiot.

Two days after Dexter left, I was still determined to never speak with him again. Aunt Penny had further solidified 
my decision at dinner when she had shared tales of her own dating past that involved a man who impregnated three 
separate women at the same time. She had been fortunate not to be one of them. Two weeks later, she met my Uncle 
Hugh.

Dexter called the next day and I purposefully ignored it, feeling proud of myself. But three calls later, I began 
to waver. He left a message each time, first sounding cheery and fresh. But by the fourth message, he sounded 
confused and hurt. He had no idea why I was avoiding his calls and I wasn’t exactly in the mood to explain it to him.

But Dexter was a man that was used to getting what he wanted, and apparently what he wanted was me. By 
the end of the week, he had left over a dozen unanswered messages. Dexter was turning into another Neil. Except I 
wasn’t happy to get rid of Dexter.

Realizing that I needed a distraction, I happily accepted when some of my classmates invited me to have 
drinks at a pub down the street from our school. Cessy had been trying to convince me to attend a party with her, 
but the club scene wasn’t really my thing. A few pints in a laid back bar sounded much more appealing.

“You’re from Chicago?” my new friend Connor asked over our second round of beers.
“I am indeed.” My phone buzzed for the tenth time. Ever since I had told my cousin that I was bailing on her 

to drink at McAlpine’s, she had been texting me incessantly.
“Does your boyfriend live in Chicago, too?” he asked, not even trying to be subtle.
“No boyfriend,” I said with a frown. Just a week ago, I had been daydreaming about a future with Dexter by 

my side. Now I was getting drunk in an English pub with a group of people I barely knew.
Kelly, a girl with wild, red hair grinned widely at Connor. “I don’t have a boyfriend either. My ex was too 

much of a prude in the bedroom so I broke up with him.”
I covered a groan by taking a big gulp of beer.
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“Wait.” The other guy at our table, Sam, pointed an accusatory finger at me. “Aren’t you the girl that was 
dating that rich guy?”

“Me?” I feigned innocence. “That seems like something I would remember doing.”
“Yep. You are definitely that girl.” Sam pulled out his phone and started typing furiously. “I almost applied 

for an internship at Scuttle a couple of days ago and I did some research on the CEO.”
He triumphantly held up his phone, showing us all a picture of Dex and myself walking down the streets of 

London.
“That’s you and Dexter Sanders. Don’t deny it.”
“Okay.” I tried to shrug nonchalantly. “Dex and I are just friends. He offered to show me around town last 

weekend.”
“You know Dexter Sanders?” Now Connor was even more interested in me. “How did you meet him? What 

kind of car does he drive? How insanely rich is he?”
I felt overwhelmingly uncomfortable. “We don’t exactly spend our time talking about his money.”
“Scuttle is one of the fastest growing companies in the world,” Sam informed us proudly. “He must be worth 

millions, if not billions. He’s basically my hero.”
“What’s he like?” Kelly asked, leaning forward to get the scoop. “He looks pretty hot. Is he hot? More 

importantly, is he single?”
“You’d have to ask him that,” I muttered.
“Maybe I will,” Kelly replied, her eyes growing large as she stared at something over my shoulder.
Even before I turned around, I knew that Dexter was standing behind me. It was like my body could sense 

his presence.
My anger at him started to fade the second my eyes landed on his adorable face. He looked even better than I 

remembered. The look on his face was a conflicted one- equal parts annoyed and triumphant.
When he walked across the room, people stared. He didn’t just enter a room, he owned it. 
“You’re a tough woman to track down,” Dexter said by way of greeting.
“When did you get back into town?” It occurred to me that I should probably make introductions, but I 

couldn’t convince my brain to think clearly.
“Last night.” Dexter studied me as if he expected me to have grown a second head in the past week. “It’s a 

shame what happened to your phone.”
Kelly chose to introduce herself by interjecting. “What happened to your phone?”
“Nothing,” I snapped.
“Oh. So there must be some other reason why you haven’t returned my calls.” Dexter glared at me, but his 

lips hinted at a smile.
“You are so busted,” Kelly sang.
“I’ve been busy,” I said lamely. “Did you need something?”
Dexter leaned past me and picked up my beer. “Let’s talk in private.”
I had no choice but to follow him to the corner of the bar. He handed me the beer and ordered one for 

himself.
“What’s going on, Taylor?” he asked grimly. “I’m not very good at relationships, but even I can tell that 

you’re mad at me for some reason.”
“I’m not mad at you,” I said. “I’m mad at myself.”
He gave me an annoyed look. “Are you trying to be as unhelpful and confusing as possible? Because if you 

are, you should know you’ve succeeded.”
“Dexter. I know you went to see Laurel.” No reason to dance around the truth. If I was going to get him 

going on his way, I needed to shoot straight. “I’m not sure why you didn’t just tell me the truth. Were you playing 
some kind of game? Seeing if you could get the naïve college girl to trust you?”
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“What?” He flinched noticeably. “What are you talking about?”
“You’re not really going to deny that you went over to Laurel’s that night, are you? The evidence is all over 

the internet.” 
Dexter looked like he didn’t know what to say. “I’m not going to lie to you. I went to Laurel’s that night. But 

it’s not what you think.”
“You didn’t end our date early so that you could go be with her?” My question was sharp enough to cut 

through glass.
“She wasn’t the only reason I ended our date early.”
“Was that work story even real or did you lie about that, too?” I was mad at myself for how much the whole 

thing still bothered me. I was supposed to be over Dexter.
He shook his head slowly. “It doesn’t even matter what I say right now. You’ve already made up your mind 

about me.”
“Are you saying there’s a good explanation for what happened?” I challenged.
“Nope, I’m not saying that.” He slammed down his empty beer mug. “If you decide to change your mind 

about me, you know how to find me.”
I was too shocked to say anything as he walked away. Stupidly, I had expected him to stay and... what? Beg? 

Apologize? Grovel? Profess his eternal love for me?
That’s when I realized that I really was a naïve college girl. I expected Dexter to fight for me when I wouldn’t 

even give him a chance to explain. At least my streak of pushing people away before they had a chance to get close 
was still going strong.

The next day was Saturday and Cessy took me out for a traditional English breakfast followed by a girl’s day. 
She did her best to take my mind off everything, but watching her shop for shoes for three hours wasn’t exactly a 
pleasant distraction. I was slightly more excited when she took me to her favorite place for afternoon tea.

“I’m a big fan of tiny sandwiches,” I said with a mouth full of cucumber.
“Who needs a man when you have finger sandwiches and tea?”
We clinked our tea cups together. “I hereby declare a break from all things male.”
“That seems a tad extreme.” Cessy eyed me skeptically. 
“I’m serious, Cess. I came to London to learn more about my family, not to make time with a rich wanker.”
“Make time?” She laughed. “You Americans speak funny.”
“It’s something my grandmother used to say.” Before I could launch further into my new vendetta, a familiar 

face caught my eye. “Wait. Is that...”
Cessy’s head swiveled and she gasped. “Laurel!”
It didn’t seem possible that Dexter’s other woman could be in the exact same restaurant as me on the exact 

same day and at the exact same time. Life was cruel sometimes.
“Stop staring at her,” I hissed.
It was too late. Laurel turned away from her friends at that exact moment and found both of us gawking at 

her. Once she was facing us, it was impossible not to notice her bulging belly.
“Whoops,” Cessy said, turning back to me. “She’s coming this way.”
I was suddenly very concerned with the amount of milk in my tea. While I stirred, Laurel made her way to 

our table.
“Pardon me.”
Cessy and I stared at each other, slightly panicked. Finally, I glanced up.
“I’m sorry to interrupt, but I believe we have a common friend.” She smiled warmly at me. “Dexter Sanders.”
“Yes, I know him,” I said in a clipped voice. I was surprised by how friendly she seemed. Maybe she didn’t 

know all of the details about my brief tryst with Dexter.
“I’m Laurel.” She held out her hand. “I’ve heard all about you, Taylor. It’s wonderful to finally meet you.”



33

“Dexter told you about me?” To say I was surprised was putting it mildly.
Laurel’s smile widened. “Of course. He’s a big fan.”
“When are you due?” Cessy asked bluntly.
“March.” Laurel’s smile faded when she saw the looks on our faces.
“Dexter must be very excited.” Cessy’s eyes narrowed dangerously as she took a long sip of tea.
“He has been wonderful,” she said, looking between us uncertainly. “I don’t know if I would say that he is 

excited though.”
It was turning into the most awkward conversation of my life. “Well, if he isn’t excited, he’s sure good at 

pretending. He spends quite a bit of time at your place.”
“He does,” she admitted. “I think he feels responsible for some reason.”
“For some reason?” My eyebrows shot up to my hairline. “Probably because he donated the sperm.”
“What?” Her jaw dropped open. “You don’t think Dexter is the father, do you?”
I exaggerated a nod. “Well... yeah.”
“Oh my.” Laurel pointed to the empty chair at our table. “May I?”
I nodded again.
After she was seated, she said, “Dexter isn’t the father, Taylor.”
“Then who is?” 
She looked around the room quickly and lowered her voice. “Bill Young.”
Now it was my turn to have my mouth drop open in surprise. “That’s impossible.”
“Who is Bill Young?” Cessy asked in a loud voice, drawing a reproachful look from Laurel.
“He is Dexter’s business partner.” Laurel’s eyes darkened. “He was my boss. Until we shagged and I got 

preggars. Now he’s being a wanker and denies that he is the father. As if I impregnated myself.”
“So Dexter isn’t the father?” My brain was scrambling to catch up.
“Of course not.” She looked at me in horror. “Did you not ask him?”
My brow furrowed. “I did ask him. He said he was trying to do the right thing.”
“He is helping me out financially until I find another job. Bill has refused to help and Dexter is a good man. I 

don’t know what I would have done without his help.” Laurel patted my hand. “He is mad about you. Lucky lass. 
Don’t bugger it up.”

My heart dropped into my stomach. “Too late,” I muttered.
The minute I got home, I rang Dexter’s number. Unsurprisingly, he didn’t answer. It was going to take more 

than a texted “I’m sorry” to make things right with him. It wasn’t until I really thought about everything that I 
realized I had never even given him a chance. When I’d asked him about Laurel, he had never admitted that he was 
the father. I had made that connection on my own. And I had been so wrong.

Dexter and I had effectively switched roles. It was my turn to be the crazy phone stalker, leaving rambling 
messages.

“Put down the phone.” Cessy had been quietly observing me for days, but she had finally reached her 
breaking point. “You are pathetic.”

“I know!” I threw myself down on the couch with a dramatic flair. “But I can’t help it. I was such an idiot 
and now Dexter won’t even answer my calls. How am I supposed to grovel if he won’t even talk to me?”

“James ladies do not grovel.” Cessy thumped my forehead painfully with her finger. “Get dressed. We are 
going out.”

When Cessy was ready to party, there was no talking her out of it. One of her coworkers had invited her to 
fancy fundraiser and it was all she had talked about for the last week. Apparently celebrities and royalty would be in 
attendance. Somehow, she’d managed to score me an invite as well.

When we got to the gallery where the event was being held, I was glad that I had allowed Cessy to choose my 
wardrobe. I would’ve settled for a boring black dress, but my cousin had dug a sapphire ball gown from the back of 
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her closet. It was form-fitting, with a low neckline and a thigh-high slit. I was a little uncomfortable showing that 
much skin, but Cessy insisted I looked amazing.

A few heads swiveled when we entered the gallery, but that was probably because Cessy looked like a movie 
star in her red gown.

“Let me know if you see a prince. Preferably the wild one.” She winked and pointed across the room. “I need 
to use the loo.” 

I was dumbfounded to find myself alone in a crowd just five minutes after arriving at the party. The first 
thing I did was snag a glass of wine. I then spent the next hour forcing polite small talk with strangers and dodging 
handsy old men looking for a trophy wife.

A winding staircase led to the second floor and from there, I was able to step outside onto a balcony. It was a 
chilly night and the balcony was mostly empty. Two couples lingered near the door and I excused myself as I stepped 
around them and headed to the far corner.

I thought that I would be alone, but when I got closer I noticed that a man was partially hidden in the 
shadows. He turned when he heard my heels on the concrete, but I didn’t have to see his face to know that the man 
was Dexter.

“Taylor.” His eyes lit up and the smile came before he could remember that he wasn’t happy with me.
“Hi, Dex.” I eyed him wearily, waiting for his eyes to turn cold. “Surprise.”
“Indeed.” His smile grew bigger. “A pleasant one.”
I ducked my head shyly. “That isn’t the reaction I expected.”
“Well, I would’ve gone for something more scandalous, but we’re in polite company.” He nodded toward 

the couples behind me. “One quick snog with you and our picture ends up on the page of a gossip mag tomorrow.”
“I’m surprised you would want to snog me at all since you won’t even return my calls.” Even if he had been 

justified, I was still hurt. “Did you at least listen to the messages I left?”
“Every one of them.” He laughed. “I didn’t know my phone could hold that many messages.”
“It wasn’t that many,” I protested, silently trying to count them. “Four? Five?”
“Eight.”
I winced. “I may have a problem.”
A breeze rustled the air and I hugged my arms around my body to keep warm. The balcony door opened and 

a wave of laughter filled the air.
“I spoke with Laurel,” Dexter said.
“Which means you know I’m an idiot.”
“Don’t worry. I already had my suspicions.” He quickly unbuttoned his suit jacket and slipped it off. “Put 

this on. I’m getting cold just looking at you.”
“Not exactly the effect I was going for.” I turned and stepped into the jacket’s warmth as he settled it onto 

my shoulders. “Thanks though.”
His hands rested on my shoulders for just a second and then he shoved them into his pockets. “I’m sorry I 

wasn’t clear about the pregnancy. Laurel really wanted to keep things quiet about Bill and it’s almost just easier to let 
people think I’m the father.”

“I’m not people, Dex.” I was having a hard time concentrating with the smell of his cologne intoxicating me. 
“At least, I thought I was more important.”

“You are,” he said without thinking. “I’m sorry that I didn’t trust you with the truth. That was stupid.”
I sighed. “You don’t owe me an apology. I owe you one. When I saw you going to Laurel’s that night, I 

jumped to conclusions. I could’ve just asked you about it like an adult and given you a chance to explain. But I think 
part of me wanted you to be doing something wrong so that I would have a legitimate reason to push you away.”

“That’s pretty messed up,” he said with a sly smile. “It’s a good thing I like my women emotionally 
damaged.”
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“You still like me?” I asked, batting my eyelashes at him in a tease.
“As if it would be possible to know you and not like you.” He grinned. “Plus, there was that moment we had 

hundreds of feet above London.”
I returned his smile. “I liked that moment, too.”
“I know. You couldn’t keep your hands off of me.” He took a step closer.
“Your memory is a little... wrong.” I gave him my best flirty look.
Dexter responded by reaching for my hand. Just as his fingers threaded through mine and our bodies moved 

closer, his phone rang.
“Your phone has the worst timing,” I said, sounding somewhat breathless.
He squeezed my hand and looked at his phone. “I really need to take this, Taylor.”
“Of course.” I tried not to sound annoyed, but I had really been looking forward to a second kiss. “I’ll give 

you some privacy.”
We were alone on the balcony now. The balcony was large enough that when I walked to the opposite end, I 

could only hear Dexter’s muffled voice. I hugged his jacket around me and leaned over the railing, looking straight 
down. A flurry of flashing camera lights and yelling meant that someone important had arrived. I strained hard to 
see who was climbing out of the limo.

“Don’t jump!” Dexter said in mock alarm as his hand closed over my elbow.
“You’re paranoid. Do women usually go to such extremes to get away from you?” I gestured over the 

balcony. “Someone even more important than you has just arrived.”
Dexter glanced down. “Meh. Kane Thomas isn’t that cool.”
“Kane Thomas? Not the Kane Thomas?” I had spoken with Scottie just a few days earlier and she had 

mentioned meeting the Irish singer at a local pub. Our call had been cut short when my battery died so I hadn’t been 
able to get the details. It was strange that he was now at the same party as me.

“Oh, please.” His eyes flashed with annoyance. “Don’t tell me you’ve got his poster hanging on your wall.”
“On my ceiling actually. His face is the first thing I see when I wake up.” I delivered the line with too much 

seriousness because Dexter gave me a disgusted look. “I’m kidding, Dex.”
“Sure you are.”
“I don’t have a poster of Kane Thomas. I have a few of his songs on my iPod. That’s it.” I poked him in the 

side, which was a lot like poking a brick wall. “Don’t be jealous.”
“You’re the one that was drooling over the balcony.”
“Ha ha.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m not that easily impressed by famous people.”
“You were pretty easily impressed by me,” he said smugly. “And you haven’t even seen all of my skills yet.”
I laughed. “Arrogance seems to be one of those skills.”
Dexter’s smile faded away. “I really wish I could do this all night, but-”
“But you have to go,” I finished for him. “I figured as much.”
“I’m really sorry, Taylor. Things are just really crazy at work right now. It will settle down soon, but until 

then I need to be available to take care of the craziness.”
I tried my best not to look bummed. “I understand. It’s okay.”
“No, it’s not.” He took my hands in his. “But I’ll make it up to you. I’ll plan an entire weekend just for the 

two of us and I’ll leave my phone off.”
“You don’t have to do that, Dex.”
“I want to. I want to spend time with you and get to know you better.” He grimaced. “And hopefully once 

you get to know me better you won’t be scared away.”
I laughed softly. “No promises.”
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“Okay. I’ll call you tomorrow and we will figure something out.” He leaned down to kiss me, his lips 
deliciously warm. I had a very hard time not throwing myself on him. “Be good tonight. Stay away from Kane 
Thomas.”

“He’s got nothing on you, Dexter Sanders.” I kissed him again and then pushed him gently away. “Go.”
“Good night, Taylor.”
“Good night, Dex.” I didn’t like watching him leave, but I couldn’t take my eyes off him. Each step was so 

purposeful and confident that you just knew you were watching a man that knew exactly what he wanted in life. I 
couldn’t help but wonder about those skills he had mentioned. 

October 30
It’s been three weeks since the party, and I haven’t seen Dexter once. Sure, we’ve been talking on the phone and 

texting non-stop. Sometimes we talk for hours. I feel like I’ve known Dex forever, so it’s strange that I never see him. Every 
time we make plans, something comes up and I end up sitting at home alone eating pints of ice cream and watching the 
telly. Hopefully your nights aren’t as pathetic as mine. Are you still snogging that devilish young man you mentioned 
when we talked? I’m sure he’s completely under your thrall.

I miss you and the rest of the girls. I’ve been talking to Scottie about visiting her in Ireland. That should be a good 
time, but it would be better if everyone could go. Any chance you’ve got a few hundred bucks lying around for a plane 
ticket? Please say yes. I miss your face.

Okay, back to the Footballers’ Wives marathon. There’s a bottle of wine in the kitchen with my name on it.
I’ll catch up with you when I get back from my family weekend in the countryside. We’ll see if my father’s family 

really does put the fun in dysfunctional. Later, chica.
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NOVEMBER

It took two hours on a train to get to Kinnerley. Cessy convinced me to skip my Friday classes so we could have a 
long weekend on the family estate. When she had used those words, I thought she was just being funny. But it 
turned out that her parents owned a large plot of land covered in quaint cottages.

Uncle Hugh met us at the station and loaded our bags into the car. Even though we would only be staying 
two nights Cessy had packed three bags. She said that she needed to have an outfit ready for all possible scenarios.

The James Estate was just five minutes from the train station, set far back from the main road. The main 
house held a large sign that happily welcomed us.

“Cessy, darling, give your cousin a tour of the estate, won’t you? I will take care of the luggage.”
The air was fresh and smelled of flowers. Rain misted the air, but the sky was clearing in the distance. It was 

going to be a nice autumn day.
“What’s the deal here? Is this like a bed and breakfast situation?” From where we stood, I could see six 

different cottages in the distance.
“They filmed Love May Be just down the road. My parents decided to capitalize on the influx of tourists by 

setting up the cottages and renting them at a markup.” Cessy grinned. “It paid for my university.”
“This land is beautiful.” I followed her down the path. “I can see why people would want to stay here, but 

why does it look empty?”
“Hugh and Penny reserved this whole weekend so the family can stay in the cottages.” Cessy made a pained 

face. “We get to spend three days and two nights surrounded by our relation. Woo hoo.”
I laughed uncertainly. “They can’t be that bad.”
“Humph.” Cessy pointed to the first cottage. “I’ll have Hugh set you up in this cottage. It has the nicest 

mattress and a new coffee maker.”
“But does it have the booze?”
“Stick with me,” Cessy said with a wink.
That was pretty much a given since we were in the middle of nowhere. Cessy and I spent some time with 

Aunt Penny making lunch. We split a bottle of wine over roast lamb and green beans. It was a heavy meal and 
mixing it with wine meant that I was half-asleep before the pudding hit the table.

Hugh helped me carry my bag to the nearest cottage so I could squeeze in a nap before the rest of the family 
arrived. The cottage was essential a one-room structure. One side housed a soft looking bed and a charming seating 
area. The opposite side near the door had a small kitchen and the final corner was an even smaller bathroom. It was 
perfect.

I bounced on the bed a few times and found myself smiling. Here I was, sitting in my aunt and uncle’s 
cottage in England, just hours away from meeting my extended family. I was also tipsy.

The room was starting to spin when I lay back on the bed. I had thought that I would be able to fall asleep 
right away. But now that I was nestled comfortably in bed, my mind was starting to race. Being with my father’s 
family was bringing back painful memories. It had been a few years since his death, but it still felt raw. I had been 
close to him and now I had a chance to become close with his family. I just hoped I was ready to face feelings that I 
had been burying since his death.

Sleep finally came nearly an hour later. I awoke feeling refreshed with no trace of a hangover. Apparently the 
fresh air and home cooked food were just what I needed. When I checked my phone, I had a missed call from 
Dexter.
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His message was the same as they always were- he was super busy at work and was sad that he couldn’t see 
me. He said that he thought he might be able to get away from work in a few days and then we would finally be able 
to spend some time together. Even though it wasn’t a super promising message, I still hung up with a smile on my 
face.

I quickly fired off a text to him- I miss you, too.
When I tapped out of the message, I noticed the day’s date. November 4. I only had a month remaining until 

I would be returning to Chicago. That didn’t feel like nearly enough time. I had come to London to find myself, and 
instead I was more lost than ever. Maybe finally meeting the family would help get me on the right path.

The first cars started to arrive in early evening, just as it was beginning to get dark. I sat in an old chair on the 
cottage porch and watched the parade of English James family members greet each other. They were loud, just like 
the American version of them- me and Payton.

The lights along the path flipped on, illuminating the cottages in a soft glow. I felt like I was in the middle of 
a Jane Austin novel. If only my Mr. Darcy would show up. Preferably on a white horse. Shirtless.

Another car kicked up dirt on the road leading to the main house. I expected it to be yet another unknown 
aunt or uncle. Maybe a distant cousin. But as the car got closer, I realized that I had seen it before. I had even been in 
the car.

When Dexter stepped out, I blinked hard to clear my vision. Surely I was hallucinating. This kind of thing 
never happened in real life. But after rubbing my eyes, he was still there, looking more handsome than ever in his 
tailored gray dress pants and perfect-fitting sweater. He looked like a model from an autumn clothing catalogue.

I reached for my phone. Dexter answered on the first ring, a smile on his face as answered.
“Hey, beautiful.”
“Dex. What are you up to?” I watched him lean against his car, looking relaxed and happy. He still hadn’t 

spotted me.
“Just the usual work stuff. How’s your trip so far?”
I grinned at his attempt to sound casual. “It’s alright. It would be better if you were here with me.”
“You’re right. I’m awesome.” He kicked his foot in the dirt and looked up at the main house. “Who knows, 

maybe I’ll show up on your doorstep.”
“Oh?” I stood and crept down the porch stairs. He was still looking at the house, away from me. “What 

about work?”
“I could probably get away for a few hours.”
“We’ll need more time than that, won’t we?” I teased quietly. “You did mention something about impressive 

skills...”
Dexter chuckled softly. “I can’t reveal them all at once. You wouldn’t be able to handle it.”
“Challenge accepted.” I was getting close enough now that he would be able to hear me soon. “Why don’t 

you come out to Kinnerley and prove it to me.”
“Your entire family is there,” he reminded me. “If I show up, people are going to assume this is a serious 

relationship. You’re sure you want that?”
I was only a few yards away and my heart started to race now that I was so close to him. Slowly, I lowered the 

phone and said, “I’m sure.”
His head whipped around. When he saw me standing just a few feet from him, his smile grew and his eyes 

sparkled. “Beautiful and clever. I’m a lucky man.”
“Yes, you are.” I rocked on my feet, channeling a rush of energy.
“What are you waiting for? Get over here.”
That was the only encouragement I needed. I closed the last few steps between us, rushing into his waiting 

arms. Our bodies melded together instinctively, lips pressing urgently. His arms were strong around me, holding me 
tenderly.
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Our reunion was cut short when Aunt Penny spotted us from the window. She demanded that I come inside 
to meet everyone and introduce Dexter.

“I apologize in advance for whatever happens in there.” I eyed the house with dread. Meeting the family all at 
once had seemed like a good idea when it was just me. But now that Dexter was involved, I wished we could ease into 
it.

“It’s going to be fine. I make an excellent first impression.” Dexter took my hand and pulled me forward.
“It’s not you I’m worried about,” I said glumly.
The second we cracked open the front door we were greeted by loud voices. It seemed that a hundred people 

were crammed inside the house.
“Taylor!” Cessy appeared from the masses. “I didn’t know we were supposed to bring a handsome man to 

the party.”
“I didn’t bring him. He just showed up. I think he might be stalking me.”
“A guy’s gotta have a hobby,” he said squeezing my hand. “If you’d like, I can let you face all of this alone.”
“No.”
“Are you sure? I mean, I wouldn’t want you to think I’m a crazy stalker...”
I gripped his hand tighter. “You aren’t going anywhere.”
Aunt Penny spotted us from across the room and hustled over. “Taylor, darling. Bring your gentleman caller 

and come meet the family.”
My father had been the middle child in a family of five. That meant that in addition to four sets of aunts and 

uncles, I also had ten cousins ranging in age from thirty all the way down to six. Throw in the older cousins’ spouses 
and children and almost thirty people introduced themselves to me in the span of five minutes.

It was like being tossed into a clothes dryer and being whipped around on high speed. The only names that I 
was able to remember were the ones I had already known- Penny, Hugh, and Cessy. My father’s other brother, 
Charles, also stuck with me. He was just a year younger than my father and could’ve passed for his twin. When I first 
saw him, it almost took my breath away.

“I’m sorry,” I said after staring at him for an uncomfortably long time. “You look just like my father.”
His eyes were kind, but sad. “I get that all the time.”
“He used to talk about you a lot. The two of you were good friends growing up, yes?” I had heard so many 

stories about Uncle Charlie that I felt like he had always been part of my life.
“More than friends. Wills was my bloody hero. I wanted to be just like him.” Charles shook his head in 

wonder. “I still can’t seem to believe that he is gone.”
“Take my word for it,” I said darkly.
His face was just as haunted as mine as we were both thinking about the suicide. I had so many questions 

about my father, but I suddenly couldn’t make myself speak. I just wanted to be alone.
I found an empty bedroom upstairs and flopped onto the bed. The slanted ceiling had a large skylight and I 

could see stars beginning to light up the night sky.
“I can’t believe you left me down there,” Dexter’s voice said from the doorway.
“You were busy making friends.”
It was true- my family had taken to him instantly. His charm could not be resisted, especially by my aunts 

and female cousins.
The bed moved as Dexter joined me. Lying shoulder to shoulder, we stared at the sky. I could tell that he had 

something he wanted to say.
“Someone told you, didn’t they?”
His arm pressed harder against mine as he turned to me. “Why didn’t you tell me that you were the one that 

found your father’s body?”
“That’s not the type of information I usually share with people I hardly know.”
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“Nice try. If this were still our first date, I would let it slide. But after this last month, all those long talks we 
had? You never thought to mention it?”

“I don’t like to talk about it. Or even think about it, for that matter.” I had only ever talked about it with 
two people- the psychiatrist my mother had made me see for two months afterward and Payton. As far as I was 
concerned, it wasn’t anyone else’s business. “That was the worst day of my life, Dex. I just want to forget about it.”

He let out a low breath. “You know that’s never going to happen, right?”
It had taken almost six months for me to stop having nightmares about it. Another year before I could watch 

movies that involved guns and shooting. That’s what had made my mother’s marriage to Rick so painful. She had 
clearly been able to forget and move on while I was trapped in the nightmare.

“When Dad found out about Rick, he went crazy. Literally. Rick had been his best friend for years, so it was 
the ultimate betrayal. Dad couldn’t stand to be around Mom so he got an apartment downtown. When I found out 
that he moved out, I packed a bag and announced that I was going to live with him.”

I remembered clearly how Mom had looked at me sadly, but had allowed me to leave. She had said that she 
thought it might be for the best. Her cavalier approach to it had stung. Payton had cried when I left, convinced that 
our family was broken forever. She hadn’t been wrong.

Dad had left us a key to his place so I hadn’t needed to call him to let me in. The second I opened the door, I 
knew something was wrong. I could smell the blood and feel the death. I found his body on the floor next to his bed, 
blood and brain matter on wall. The room started to spin and I promptly vomited at his feet.

Somehow, I had managed to call 911. They sent an ambulance even though I had told them he was already 
dead. When they asked me if I needed to call anyone, I panicked. I couldn’t imagine telling Payton something so 
horrible over the phone, and I hated my mother too much right then. Then I thought of Rick, and laughed at the 
irony of calling him while standing over Dad’s dead body. But that’s exactly what I did. I knew that he would take 
care of Mom and Payton.

“I didn’t speak to my mother for two weeks after. I couldn’t even look at her.” I managed to tell Dexter the 
entire story without breaking down. It felt like I was relaying the script to a movie rather than talking about the 
darkest day from my past. “I still haven’t forgiven her and I’m not sure I ever will.”

“How did Payton cope with everything?” Dexter spoke very quietly, like he was afraid to interrupt me.
I sighed. “Better than me. She was mad for a while, too, but she acted out rather than keeping her anger 

bottled up. She started sleeping with losers, partying all night, skipping school. I think she actually wanted the 
attention while I just wanted everyone to leave me alone.”

Dexter’s hand touched the back of mine softly. I turned it over and he threaded our fingers together. “You 
went through a terrible trauma, Taylor. It makes sense that you wanted to retreat for a while.”

“I didn’t just want to retreat. I wanted to disappear.” I let go of his hand and turned onto my side, propping 
myself up on an elbow. The moonlight cast shadows over Dexter’s face, making him look older and more serious 
than I had expected. “College was the best thing that ever happened to me because I was able to get out of that 
house. My mom was happy to see me go, too.”

“Has your mother ever tried to talk to you about everything?”
I scoffed. “No. That would mean she might have to admit that she did something wrong.”
“I’m sure she knows that she did something wrong,” Dexter protested gently. “Maybe she can’t admit it out 

loud, but it has to have been eating her up inside all these years. Maybe that’s why she was glad to get you out of the 
house. I’m sure it destroyed her to see you and your sister every day and be faced with the guilt constantly.”

“I’m sorry my existence is so painful for her,” I snapped.
Dexter reached for me, but I moved away. It wasn’t so much because what he said had hurt me, but more 

because I was annoyed that he pointed out something I had already known deep down. As much as I complained 
about what she had done, I knew that she was tortured about what had happened with our family. It was just easier 
to hate her if she was the enemy.
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“Don’t shut me out, Taylor.” Dexter sat up. “It’s time to stop retreating.”
“I’m just tired,” I said without looking at him. “It’s been a long day.”
“I’m sure.” He pointed to the door. “Those are some pretty intense people out there.”
“And it’s so completely unintense in here,” I said with a small smile.
He reached over and pushed a strand of hair from my eyes, tucking it behind my ear. “There’s nowhere else 

I’d rather be.”
“I don’t think I ever told you how happy I was to see you earlier.” In fact, I was certain that I hadn’t. I had a 

nasty habit of taking Dexter for granted. “It’s pretty amazing that you are here.”
“It’s the least I could do considering I’ve been canceling our dates for the last month.” His hand stroked my 

cheek. “Our late night phone calls were the best part of my days.”
I tilted my head into his hand. “Ditto.”
“But I think I like this better,” he said, leaning closer. “Being able to look at you. Touch you.”
His hand moved down my neck, causing me to shiver. I almost managed to forget that thirty members of my 

family were just downstairs.
“We should go to the cottage,” I said breathlessly.
“We should,” he agreed.
Actually making our getaway was easier said than done. We had to maneuver our way through an entire 

house of nosy people, some of which were more perceptive than others. My Aunt Lydia couldn’t stop telling me 
about her rose bushes, despite the fact that I was inching away from her the entire time.

“Penny needs you in the other room, dear,” Charles interrupted. “She’s thinking of starting her own rose 
garden.”

“Oh, wonderful!” Lydia disappeared without a goodbye.
“Thank you,” I said meaningfully.
Charles winked. “Have a good night.”
But when we made it outside, Dexter pulled away. “I need to make a few calls. I know I promised that I 

would leave work behind, but-”
“It’s fine,” I said, putting my hand on his chest and kissing him softly. “Do what you need to do. I can wait. 

For you, I can wait.”
He surprised me by putting his arms around me, pulling me against him in a tight hug. His chin rested on 

top of my head and I could feel his heart beating strongly in his chest. It felt really good just to be held and I stayed in 
his arms until he finally let go.

“I’ll be right in,” he promised.
My body had felt so warm and alive next to his that I was surprised at how cold it was inside the cottage. 

Very quickly, I surveyed the clothes I had packed for the weekend. I hadn’t exactly been anticipating a romantic trip 
and my clothing choices reflected that. One of the bags was unfamiliar. It must have been one of Cessy’s that was put 
in my room by mistake.

I unzipped it quickly, surprised to find a note with my name on it scribbled in Cessy’s handwriting. 
You can thank me later.

Underneath the note I found a stack of lingerie, carefully folded satin and lace. They weren’t exactly my 
style, but I wasn’t in a situation where I could be picky. It was certainly better than the flannel PJs I had packed. 
Quickly, I grabbed the bag and ducked into the bathroom.

I lifted the first item out of the bag and gasped. It was completely see-through. The next item was just as 
sheer. At the bottom of the bag, I found a black teddy that wasn’t completely transparent.

The door to the cottage opened and Dexter’s footsteps creaked the wooden floors.
“Everything okay at work?” I called, hurrying out of my clothes.
“Everything is fine.” He moved into the room. “It’s chilly in here. I’m going to start a fire.”
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“Good plan,” I said, thinking about the fire I intended to start very soon.
It didn’t take me long to slip into the outfit. But it took a lot longer to convince myself to leave the 

bathroom with it on.
I found Dexter kneeling on a thick rug in front of the fire, prodding the logs with a metal poker. He didn’t 

know I was watching him which gave me a rare opportunity to study him openly.
His shoulders were broad, tapering to narrow waist. His hair had gotten shaggy and he needed a haircut, but 

it looked good with the rough stubble on his face. He looked just as good dressed down as he did in his business suit.
“Is it just me, or did it get hot in here?” I said, stepping further into the room.
Dexter turned and his face went slack as he took in my new appearance. I had to fight the urge to throw my 

arms around myself and duck back into the bathroom. But when a lustful smirk appeared on his face, I knew Cessy 
had made a wise choice.

“I’m certainly feeling warm,” he said.
“Maybe that’s because you’re still wearing all those clothes,” I said, feeling audacious at my directness.
“That’s probably it.” He stood in one fluid movement. “You should come help me out of them.”
I didn’t exactly need convincing. When I was standing before him, I could see desire in his eyes that matched 

my own. I tugged at his sweater for several seconds before he helped me pull it from his body.
When his bare chest was exposed, I felt my knees go weak.
“You okay?” he asked, noticing my wobble.
“Never better,” I said with a smirk.
My fingers only fumbled for a second with his belt. He was a much smoother operator than me, taking his 

time slipping the fabric from my body. We sank down as one onto the rug, finding it more convenient than walking 
all the way over to the bed. As warm as it was in front of the fire, things got much hotter when Dexter took control. 
His lips burned my skin while his fingers made me shiver.

For the first time ever in our relationship, I knew without a doubt that I was right where I was meant to be 
and that Dexter was a better man than I could have ever hoped to find.

He took his time, savoring each moment. I couldn’t take my eyes away from his face for even a second. His 
touch was tender, his lips gentle. I never wanted it to end.

Later that night, we were falling asleep in that very spot with our bodies tangled together. Dexter pulled a 
blanket over us, wrapping it around me before pulling me close. He whispered in my ear, “I love you, Taylor.”

Without giving it a second thought, I replied, “I love you more.”
The rest of the weekend was pretty much perfect. Dexter and I stayed in the cottage for most of the next day, 

leaving only when it was time for the anniversary celebration. Cessy had outdone herself by decorating the area 
outside the cottages with white twinkling lights, including the canopy that covered the fountain.

Uncle Hugh and Aunt Penny looked happy and relaxed as they mingled with the crowd. Even more people 
had shown up for the party, many of which had known my father when he was a boy. I loved hearing their stories 
about him and the other James siblings. It had been a long time since I had been able to hear people talk about him 
without wanting to cry. Instead, I ended up laughing so hard that my stomach hurt.

At the end of the night, I made my way to the makeshift bar just in time to have Charles empty the last of 
the wine into my glass. “You have impeccable timing.”

“This has been a lovely evening,” I said, feeling nostalgic. Now that I had gotten the chance to spend some 
time with them, I was sad that this would be my last interaction with them for the foreseeable future.

“You wouldn’t feel that way if you were around us more often,” Charles said with a laugh. “But it has been 
wonderful to meet you, Taylor. You remind me so much of William.”

“I do?”
Most people saw me and decided that because I looked like my mother, I must also take after her in the 

personality department. 
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“You have his dry wit. His warm smile. He would be proud of the way you have grown up.”
“Thank you. That really means a lot.” I blinked several times to keep tears from my eyes. “I miss him every 

day.”
Charles smiled knowingly. “Me too.”
It was a small moment, but it meant everything to me. For so long I had felt guilty for moving on, and 

Charles had just given me permission to do that very thing. Knowing that my father would be proud of me meant 
that I could finally let go of the past and start planning for the future. 

That future was still uncertain except for one thing- Dexter would be part of it. He was my gravity, keeping 
me solidly in place when everything around me was spinning. I had no intention of ever letting him go.
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DECEMBER

November flew by faster than I imagined was possible. Between my classes, spending time with Cessy and her 
friends, nights and weekends with Dexter, and squeezing in time to enjoy London, I barely had a moment to 
breathe.

Just when London was beginning to feel like home, I had to prepare to leave. As November turned into 
December, the city began to prepare for the holiday season. But it was hard to get excited about Christmas knowing 
that I would be spending it in Chicago without Dexter and Cessy.

Even worse, December meant that I had to start studying for finals. I would’ve much preferred to spend my 
time hibernating in Dexter’s condo high above the city, enjoying breakfast in bed, not to mention other things in 
bed. But, alas, I needed to pass my classes.

Dexter had to spend part of the week in Paris for a business meeting. I was bummed, but he gave me a key 
before he left insisting that I make myself at home in his condo. It was much easier to get studying done there than it 
was at home with Cessy chatting the day away, so I gladly accepted.

It didn’t hurt that his place was amazing. Floor to ceiling windows that gave me a 360 degree view of the city. 
His place took up the entire top floor and I never got bored snooping around. Dexter said he didn’t mind, insisting 
he had nothing to hide. Other than his nerdy collection of video games, that seemed to be true.

One night, after a full day of studying, I poked around in his bedroom looking for a warm pair of socks for 
my ice cold feet. His dresser had ten different drawers, each one holding neatly folded clothes. I was beginning to 
suspect that he suffered from obsessive compulsive disorder. But it was better than picking up dirty underwear from 
the bathroom floor.

The first two drawers held boxers and undershirts. The third drawer didn’t have any clothes in it. Instead, a 
series of watches, tie pins, and cufflinks were laid out neatly. A few items were still in boxes.

I had been kicking around the idea of getting him a pair of engraved cufflinks for Christmas, but I wasn’t 
sure about his style. This seemed like as good of a place as any to figure it out. After carefully checking the ones that 
were displayed in the open, I started opening the boxes. Mostly, his style was classic with very little flair. I wasn’t 
surprised.

Then I opened a third box, one that was smaller than the others, and gasped.
It didn’t hold cufflinks.
“Holy crap,” I whispered, even though there was no one around to hear me.
Very carefully, I lifted the ring from the box. I had never seen a diamond that large in real life. It was pure 

and unblemished and must have cost Dexter an insane amount of money.
“Put it back, Taylor,” I said out loud. “You were not supposed to find this.”
I pushed the ring back inside, snapped the lid shut, and set it in the drawer. Once the drawer was shut, I 

started breathing again. That ring had frightened me more than a scary movie.
Dexter kept a bar fully stocked and I poured a hefty amount of whiskey into a glass. When half of it was 

gone, I started to pace in front of the windows as my internal dialogue began to rant.
I wasn’t old enough to get married. I still needed to finish school. Dexter and I had only known each other 

for a few months and we had spent even less time together. Dexter had a crazy work schedule and would be spending 
at least another few months in London. Even after the London office was settled, he would still be splitting his time 
between here and Chicago. I wasn’t interested in a long-term, part-time relationship. His lifestyle was very different 
from my own. I wasn’t ready to settle down.
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Once the floodgates opened, I couldn’t keep them away. There was no logical reason in the world for me to 
accept his proposal, and yet... I loved him. 

December 8
In just one week, we’ll all be back in Chicago. That doesn’t seem possible. I never even got around to visiting 

Scottie. We had a weekend all planned, but she had to cancel at the last minute. It was so unlike her that I’m worried 
about her. She seems different. 

So much has changed since that dinner back in August. I feel like a different person. I have family now- a really 
big, crazy family. Aunts, uncles, and cousins bothering me daily on Scuttle and I love every second of it. 

And oh yeah, I’m also in love with the founder and CEO of Scuttle. I spent the last three days camped out in his 
amazing home and right now I’m anxiously awaiting his return. Did I mention that he’s going to propose to me? I know, 
Cam, it’s crazy. But I saw the ring with my own two eyes and when he called this morning, he said he had something 
important to ask me when he gets home.

I have no idea what I’m going to say to him. I’m not ready to get married- but I love Dexter and I don’t want to 
ruin everything. These last couple of months have been absolutely perfect and now I’m afraid it’s going to come to an end.

As much as I’m dying to see all of you again, I’m not ready to say goodbye to this life yet. I’m not ready to leave 
Dexter. I just wish-

I hear him at the door. We’ll catch up later, Cam. 

I hurried to meet Dexter at the door. As much as I was dreading our conversation, I was even more excited to see 
him again. He took one step inside before I threw myself at him.

Dexter laughed and spun me in a circle before putting me back on the ground. He gave me a long kiss and 
then stepped back. “Even more beautiful than I remembered.”

“Dex, it’s been four days.”
“Four of the longest days of my life.” He pulled me in for another kiss. “How did the studying go?”
“Okay.” I couldn’t exactly tell him that I had been distracted the entire time by the giant rock in his dresser. 

“I may actually pass finals. How was the trip?”
Dexter moved away again to pull his luggage inside so he could shut the door. I followed him into the living 

room where a bottle of wine and two glasses waited for us.
“It was long.” He pointed to the blazing fire and opened wine. “I could get used to coming home to this.”
“You probably shouldn’t. I’m leaving in a week,” I reminded him.
“Yeah, I wanted to talk to you about that.” He nodded down the hall. “Why don’t you pour the wine while I 

change out of this suit?”
“Okay, but don’t bother putting much on,” I said with a wink.
He laughed as he walked away.
After a good, long look at his rear, I poured the wine. Dexter’s glass got an average pour, mine got a double. I 

knew that he had gone to his room the retrieve the ring. He was going to ask him to marry him tonight and I had to 
find a way to tell him no without crushing him.

I was so nervous that I finished the entire glass of wine before he returned.
“It’s going to be one of those nights, huh?” Dexter said when he came back and found me with an empty 

glass.
“Thirsty,” I said lamely.
He smiled as he refilled my glass. “Let’s take this outside.”
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I quietly followed him out onto the balcony. It was unusually cold for December in London. For a Chicago 
girl like me, it felt downright balmy, but the forecast said we had a chance of a snow flurry.

Dexter was being unusually quiet, which was good because I wouldn’t have been able to hear him anyway 
over the pounding of my heart. I looked out over the city, spotting a Christmas tree in the distance.

Nothing about this night was what I had planned just a few months earlier. I was not supposed to come to 
London and fall in love. I was supposed to find myself and then go home and start my life. But in the past few weeks 
I had learned that you can’t plan on when you will start your life. You have to live it every day and eventually, you’ll 
find that you are right where you were always meant to me.

Just then, the first of a few sparkling snowflakes drifted over us.
“Taylor.” Dexter’s voice called me home.
Even before he said his next words, the words that would forever change my life, I knew that there was only 

one possible answer. This might not have been the life I planned, but it was exactly the life I wanted.
I turned to him, unable to hide my smile. “Yes.”
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