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Praise for the Lancaster Series: Dragonfly: Book 1



Reviewed by Mimie Odigwe for Readers’ Favorite



With small-town shenanigans, a tight-knit, albeit meddling family, spiteful exes, and a tender and warming love declaration at the end, I can picture Dragonfly by Stacy Goforth as a Hallmark movie. It’s like Goforth knew how engrossing her book was, so there will be other books featuring the whole clan. Yay! The side characters are supportive, humorous, and have believable development. My favorites have to be Jax, Sam’s perceptive and wry eldest brother, and the sassy, unfiltered Kelley, Blake’s younger sister. Dragonfly isn’t all fluff and flirtations; it explores how different families react to grief, the sacrifices made for family, and with just the right amount of romantic tension to keep pages turning well past bedtime. Dragonfly is for lovers of heart and heat, and anyone who has never really gotten over their crush.
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Praise for the Lancaster Series: Firefly: Book 2


Reviewed by Mimie Odigwe for Readers’ Favorite




Stacy Goforth’s Firefly is addictive. One more page turns into five, then ten, and then… whoops, you’ve finished it. And the characters? Jax is a man after my own heart, with wry quips, fierce protectiveness, and healing from a motorcycle accident that shook his confidence. Jax and Allison are fire and gasoline, but for a blaze to warm yourself over. Firefly contains more of this endearing and exasperating small town, a lovable family, banter, and sultry romance that readers of the first book in the Lancaster series will love. As always, Goforth never sacrifices the story for spice; steamy content has been indicated for readers who may want to skip it.
































  
  
Dedicated to the Lancasters, who have occupied my every thought for the past year. Thanks for the lack of sleep, the constant anxiety, and endless presence in my life. May we both rest in peace now!










  
  

"Do you really want to look back on your life and see how wonderful it could have been had you not been afraid to live it?"Caroline Myss
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Bad Luck  — Noah Kahn                                                                     3:12



Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds  — The Beatles                            3:28




Feels Like Home  — Caamp                                                                 5:11




False Confidence — Noah Kahn                                                          3:43




Espresso  — Sabrina Carpenter                                                            2:55




Walk of Shame  — Pink                                                                          2:42




Fancy — Iggy Azalea, Charli xcx                                                           3:20




I Think We're Alone Now — Tiffany                                                 3:49




Fallin' For You — Colbie Caillat                                                            3:36




Sour Candy — Lady Gaga, BLACKPINK                                         2:38




Crazier Things — Chelsea Cutler, Noah Kahn                                 4:25




Beautiful Things — Benson Boone                                                      3:00




Don't Give Up on Me — Andy Grammer                                          3:16




Lose Control — Teddy Swims                                                                3:31




Ghosts That we Know — Mumford & Sons                                      5:40




No Complaints — Noah Kahn                                                              3:25




















  
  
Dicktionary






Here for the smut? Skip this page and read on…
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Feeling shy? Feel the need to skip through the more steamy scenes? 






Below is a list of chapters with sexual content so you are aware ahead of time:






Chapter 14






Chapter 18






Chapter 20






Chapter 22






Chapter 23






Chapter 25






Chapter 26













Happy reading…
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Chapter One


Dylan





Love was a four-letter word Dylan Lancaster despised. 

Oh sure, love seemed to work out just splendidly for his sister Samantha and his best friend Blake Forrester. They'd been living in an absolute bubble of euphoria for almost a year now. And his older brother Jackson's new relationship with Allison Hanover was benefiting from a big ole case of love hysteria. But in his own life, well, Dylan Lancaster was pretty determined that love just wasn't in the cards for him.

Not that he'd been looking very hard for it. After all, he'd spent the last year falling in and out of bed with Donna Draper, Blake's ex-girlfriend. While she was hot to look at, being compared to your best friend all night long wasn't exactly on anyone's top ten list. But when you come from a small town like Titusville, you take what you can get, and for Dylan, he just wanted to fill the void sitting like a pit in the bottom of his stomach. Which made for a really unhappy and dissatisfying existence.

And he truly was unhappy. Which was how Dylan got to where he was today—sitting at his mother's gravesite, preparing for the first time in his life to leave Titusville and head to New York City.

"Well, Mom, I guess this is gonna be the last Friday visit for a while." A few overhead leaves were turning orange and falling to the ground as he looked around the cemetery. 

This spot under the tree had become a place of solitude for him. Ever since Dylan graduated high school, he had been coming up here on Fridays to visit his mom. Sometimes he would just sit on the stone bench, letting his thoughts drift idly. Other times, he would draw in his sketchbook, letting his pen distract him from the disorganized anxiety mulling about in his brain. Then there were moments like today when he would just talk. Like she was still here.

He wasn't crazy. It wasn't like he ever got a response or anything. Talking to his mom was like free therapy, if he believed in that kind of crap.

"I gotta go check on Sam, just to make sure she's doing alright in the big city." So maybe that was a bit of a fib. Sam was fine. Hell, she was probably the most adjusted of all the Lancaster siblings. He closed his eyes and inhaled. "Alright, fine, you win, Mom. I'm not doing alright. This last year has been bad. All the stuff with Blake, the crap I've been doing with Donna. I'm numb. I don't even feel like myself most days, though that might be because I'm drunk most of the time," he sighed. "Who am I kidding? You probably know all of this already." Biting back his emotions, he whispered, "Somehow you still know everything, don't you?"

A breeze caused the leaves to lift off the ground and swirl across the lot. "I've got this dark pit of sadness inside of me. I can't explain it, but something's just missing, and I don't know how to find it, or if it's even out there." He leaned back on the bench and stared up at the sky. "Sam has Blake, and Jax has Allison, and I'm happy for them, really I am. You'd love how freaking happy they both are. It's sickening, honestly. I've never seen Jax smile this much before. It's gross. I'm not gonna miss that for a few months." That was a lie. He would miss his brother and his goofy ass mood more than anything. 

He looked down at the time on his phone and realized that he needed to get going if he wanted to say goodbye to Jax and Allison and make it to his cab on time. "I'm gonna go to the city and figure out my shi—crap, Mom. I promise. I'm gonna make you proud of me." He placed his hand on the stone in front of him and stood, sticking his earbuds in his ears. "Bye, Mom, I promise I'll come back when I'm better." 

He walked back to his bicycle, humming along to Noah Kahn's "Bad Luck" as the music came to life in his earbuds. Behind him, the small blue and green dragonfly still fluttered away at the bottom of the tree where he left it.
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Dylan sat on the bench, waiting for his cab to take him to the bus station. He stared into the brown paper bag that Allison had given him before he left the house. Dylan was happy to find a granola bar with chocolate chips, a bag of Doritos, some candy, and a can of Dr. Pepper. He had been worried that Allison would try to toss in a few healthy treats like she was always trying to pass off to Jax, but maybe he was her favorite Lancaster after all. Even though they hadn't started out on the best terms, Jackson's girlfriend had turned out to be a pretty sweet addition to the family. 

He felt better leaving Jax alone in Titusville with the shop, knowing that he had Allison by his side. He knew Jax hated everyone worrying about him after his accident last year, but Dylan couldn't help it. And he felt pretty guilty leaving him with all the work at the shop. His replacement, Will, was turning out to be a promising mechanic, but the kid was still a noob. It would take him months to figure out how to do half the jobs required to assist Jax in the shop. 

Not that Dylan was a master mechanic, he was pretty shit at the job, to be honest. That was half the reason he was sitting on this bench, anxious as hell to get out of Titusville. But then, Dylan hadn't really ever been good at anything except drawing. And he'd never really figured out what good a few pen marks on scratch paper could do for him?

He glanced down at the sketchbook in his lap, pencil marks he'd drawn on the page of the old building across the street from his bench. He started drawing when he was thirteen years old. Back then it was mostly cartoons, silly drawings of little round creatures that mostly vomited or farted. Nothing Dylan ever did was serious. But it made him laugh, and that wasn't something he did often. 

Most of Dylan's life was depressing. He lost his mother when he was only eight years old. Cancer sure was a bitch. His dad didn't know how to cope with it, so he told them all to move on. And yeah, Sam was only six, so she just grew up thinking that was normal. And Jax, well, Jax just learned that moving on was what you did. The Lancasters didn't form attachments to anything. 

No one wanted to visit the cemetery, so Dylan went on his own. Every Friday, he would bike up to that spot under the tree and sit for hours just talking to her. It became their secret, something he never even told his best friend, Blake. After a while, it just made him angry. Why was he the only one who still cared? Why didn't anyone else miss her?

Communication wasn't exactly a Lancaster trait. But last year had fixed a lot of that. Sam seemed to have resolved her emotional constipation, and Jax stopped running long enough to find something worth settling down for. Which just left him. And damn if that wasn't depressing.

The only Lancaster who could draw stupid things, attracted women who were still in love with his best friend, twenty-nine-years-old and still lived in a one-room apartment over his dad's garage, could survive a whole week on ramen cooked in the microwave (winning!), and had so far messed up everything in his life. Yeah, he was a real prize! He was sure the women would fall all over him in New York.

A cab appeared in the distance, and Dylan stood from the bench, gathering his suitcase from his feet. He exhaled and looked around the town he had lived in his entire life. Once he got in this cab, everything was going to change. 

Tentatively, he lifted his suitcase and paused. "You gonna get in or are ya just sightseeing?" The older woman sitting at the wheel of the cab was glaring at him as she impatiently waited with her hands on the steering wheel. 

"Oh, um, yeah, I'm just…" He stared back at the bench he had just vacated. "I've never left Titusville before."

The woman groaned. "I'm not a therapist; I just drive the cab."

He walked around the back of the car and shoved his suitcases inside, snorting a small laugh. It was comforting to know that there was someone in the world with a worse attitude than his. 

He settled into the back seat of the car and stared out the window as the scenery blurred by and the town he had called home his entire life slowly disappeared from view. He wasn't sure what to expect in New York City—more traffic, thicker pollution, 8.258 million irritating people milling about. Perhaps this was an awful idea, he thought as he cursed under his breath.

"I charge extra for foul language." The woman scowled.

"Sorry." He closed his eyes and laid his head back on the bench behind him. "I just realized that I really hate people."

"You and me both." The woman stared at him through the rearview mirror. "You gonna be staying in Pittsburgh?"

"Catching a bus to New York City." 

"Ah heck, you ain't gonna get away from people there." She shook her head and frowned. "They pack em' in, butt to nuts there."

Dylan snorted and shook his head. "I'm visiting my sister and my best friend. They live in the East Village." He didn't know why he was sharing information with the woman; after all, she wasn't exactly friendly. But then again, neither was he.

"I had a cousin who lived in the village, got murdered a couple of years back," she grunted. Dylan's eyes grew wide. "Knife attack." The woman caught his reaction in the mirror. "Oh, she wasn't at home when it happened. It was on that subway thing. Dangerous places, those underground cesspools. You stay out of there." Dylan shook his head rapidly. 

"I probably won't go out much, you know, on account of the people hating." He shrugged, smirking back at her in the mirror.

"You know what I say. When you can't go out, go up." Dylan's brow furrowed, and he nodded his head. 

"Uh yeah, sure." 

"I got a cat." Her voice sounded as if it were scraping on gravel. He figured she was the type that smoked three packs of cigarettes a day. "Her name's Tuna, on account of that's all she'll eat." The woman tugged her visor down, and an array of photos of a gray tabby cat appeared above her head. "I built her an outdoor sanctuary on my roof, and we hide out there, away from that busybody June next door." She made a sound that he wasn't sure was a laugh or a choking noise. He hoped it was a laugh. He didn't want to have to perform the Heimlich maneuver before he got to the bus station, but then she resumed her story and he relaxed into his seat. "Most meddlesome woman I've ever met. Had to get away from her somehow, you know."

"I'll be sure to find somewhere to hide once I get there." He stared out the window, wondering if he would miss the trees once he got to the city. The leaves were turning color, one of his favorite parts of fall. The city might feel sterile without the creek or the forest. He wondered if Sam ever missed that. 

"This is your stop." He looked up to see the bus stop in front of them. He gathered his things and walked toward the buses when he heard the woman call out to him. "Hey, don't hide too long. It's hard to get back out there once you do."

Dylan nodded and returned a quaint smile to the woman before she rolled up her window and drove away. 

He walked into the station, hoping that six hours on a Greyhound bus would give him plenty of time to reflect and prepare himself for his upcoming visit with his sister and Blake.

But six hours later, the raging headache, miserable attitude, and ache in his back were further signs that the only thing he had reflected on was his complete and utter hatred of people. 

Take, for example, the man sitting in front of him. It would be easy to say that he kept to himself for the entire six hours, except he snored for five of them. And not the kind of snoring that could simply be ignored. No, at one point during the trip, Dylan was certain that an ostrich was going to come out of the man's nostrils and lay an egg right there in the middle of the aisle. He was honestly disappointed that it never happened because, if it had, maybe they could have at least made an omelet. He was starving, and he'd already eaten all his snacks Allison had packed for him.

Then there were Reginald and Sarah. He knew their names not because he had met them and become friends with them. He was familiar with these names because their mother had screamed them over one hundred and fifty times during the six-hour drive. "Reginald, do not sit on that man's lap. Sarah, do not spit on the nice woman. Reginald, do not run. Sarah, do not…" At one point, Dylan offered to play hide and seek with the kids, only to be rebuffed when he suggested they start by hiding outside on the road.

By the time the bus pulled into the station in New York City, his nerves were frayed and his manners were no longer even in the realm of friendly.

He shuffled down the aisle of the bus, nearly tripping Reginald as the drowsy child stumbled toward the exit. Sarah was sleeping soundly in her mother's arms in front of him. How nice of her to sleep now that the trip was over. "I think she wore herself out," the woman said, glancing back at him. Dylan grunted and glanced away, uninterested in making conversation with the woman whose children had kept him up for the last six hours, begging for a drink to calm his nerves. "She'll sleep the rest of the day now."

Dylan lifted his chin as the line in front of them moved. "I'm sure she will," he grunted. 

Reginald tripped as he climbed down the stairs, scraping his knee at the bottom and wailing up at his mother. Sarah woke up at the wretched sound and started crying as well. Dylan's eyes fluttered shut in annoyance. He was never getting off this bus. The bus driver pushed past him, rushing to help the mother with her children. He shook his head and picked the boy off the ground, handing him to the woman as he helped them off the bus. Dylan was grateful to see his moment finally and rushed past the mess of crying children, away from the scene of terror.

"Dilly Bear!" His sister's voice echoed across the parking lot, and he turned just in time to see her running toward him, launching into his arms. He gasped as she leapt, her legs wrapping around his waist. A smile broke across his face for the first time that day. 

"You act like I haven't seen you in forever," he said, pulling on the strands of her hair.

"It's been almost a year." She slapped his hand away from her hair, dropping her feet to the ground. "Am I not allowed to miss my big brother?"

He looked up as Blake approached, shaking his head at the two of them. "Sorry, I tried to hold her back, but you're all she's talked about for the last week." Dylan fist-bumped his best friend, and Sam hung onto Dylan's side like she was afraid he would disappear if she let go. 

"I don't remember her being this clingy. What's up with that?" he asked, staring at Blake with a raised brow.

Blake smirked and ran a hand through his hair. "What can I say? I'm irresistible. She likes to cuddle now."

"Gross! Is this what I'm going to be subjected to now? You don't know what I've been through with Jax and Allison." Dylan shook his head. "Those two are next level."

His sister squealed. "I want to hear all about it, because Jax is terrible with details. Tell me everything! I want to know how they met. And not the story Jax told, I want the real story." He followed behind her as she practically skipped beside Blake. "I want to know what Allison is like. Was Jackson really an asshole to her? And what exactly was Operation Free Firefly?" Sam was rattling off questions as they walked back to the car and, for the first time in months, Dylan finally felt himself relax. 
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Chapter Two


Lucy





Beatles' music played across the rooftop of the apartment building in the East Village. "Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds" bounced through the flowers and zipped around the walls of the greenhouse as Lucy Patel danced to the music while she watered her plants. 

It was the first thing she did every morning after getting out of bed and before going to work at the bookstore. Water the plants, care for the butterflies, make sure her sister had a healthy lunch, and then head to work. 

Lucy and her older sister Amber moved to New York City from California three years ago after NY Model Management signed Amber to a contract. It had been Amber's dream to be signed by a New York modeling agency. Lucy was sad to leave her family back in San Francisco, but Amber didn't want to move alone, and Lucy hated to disappoint her sister. Living in New York meant moving away from the only friends she had back home, and dropping out of college, but at least she would be with Amber. 

The best thing that had happened to her was finding the job at a nearby bookstore, which turned out to be pretty cool. She'd been working there for the last two years, and her co-workers made work entertaining and welcoming to be around, which was more than she could say about Amber's co-workers. 

Models weren't exactly her type of people. At least, not the ones that Amber hung out with. For one, they never ate pizza, and that was a cardinal sin in Lucy's Guidebook of Rules to Live By. Second, they looked down their noses at everyone. It's possible she felt that way because most of them were over six feet tall, and Lucy was barely five foot three. But these were the type of girls who looked down on people for having the wrong hair color, or the wrong last name. 

That was the first rule in her guidebook. Rule #1: Always treat people the way you want to be treated. It was really important to Lucy that everyone feel like they mattered, because what was the point of life if you didn't matter to someone? 

Lucy closed the door to her butterfly greenhouse and turned off her music. "I'll be back later, beauties." She looked around hopefully at the greenery on the roof. She only hoped the winter would be kind this year and that most of the plants would survive. Lucy had worked really hard last year to save all her money from the bookstore to build the greenhouse for the butterflies so that they could survive the winter. Amber even chipped in at Christmas the last bit of money she needed to secure the costs the apartment manager asked for to allow her to finish the project.

She was thankful that she had supportive neighbors too, like Blake Forrester, who had moved in last year and rallied behind her to keep the initiative alive. Without him, her butterflies might not be around next year.

She pushed her key into the lock and stepped into her apartment. She could hear the shower running in the bathroom. Amber had an important photoshoot this morning, and Lucy hoped she would finish soon so that she wouldn't be late this time. 

She packed Amber's lunch—a grilled chicken salad she had prepared last night for her—with a bottle of that fancy water she liked so much, chilled exactly how she preferred it. She prepped her yogurt, setting it aside in the to-go bowl on the side of the counter ready for her sister to grab as soon as she stepped out of the bathroom. 

Looking up at the clock, she realized she needed to get moving if she wanted to get herself ready for work. She rushed to her room and dug through her clothes strewn about on the floor. She had run out of time to do her own laundry this weekend. Lucy was usually too busy preparing Amber for a photoshoot or brand party. By the time she was done with all the prep work, she would fall asleep instead of making the trek to the basement to wash her own clothes. Holding her denim overalls to her nose, she sniffed and shrugged.

Rule #25: If it doesn't smell foul, it's wearable, but always spritz with one pump of body mist, just in case.

Lucy rummaged around in her dresser for the bottle she was looking for, tossing things to the floor until she located it. She spritzed the denim fabric until she felt satisfied no one would be any the wiser and quickly got dressed. She ran a brush through the messy strands on her head and pressed a barrette into her hair. Her reflection stared back at her from the mirror. "Good morning, Lucy!" She curtsied before heading out the door. 

The moment she was in the hall, her sister was stepping out of the bathroom. Her tall, toned legs looked perfect in her black six-inch heels. Lucy whistled. "Look at you, sexy woman." 

"Morning, Luce. Did you…" She paused at the counter. "Of course you did." She reached for her yogurt. "Thanks for the breakfast. Are you heading out?"

"Yup, off to work. Good luck on your shoot. Call me if you need anything." Her sister kissed her forehead. 

"You take such good care of me, Luce." 

"That's what sisters are for." She smiled and bounced toward the door. 

Rule #2: Sisters are friends for life.

Lucy stepped into the hallway and skipped to the end of the wall until she reached the elevator. She watched the lights dancing toward her floor. 

"Lucy!" Blake's voice drifted from the other end of the hall. Her neighbor waved and joined her by the elevator. Blake Forrestor had moved in with his girlfriend, Sam Lancaster, a year ago, and they had become friends almost immediately. Lucy wasn't used to people wanting to be friends with her, but Blake had been an exception. Blake attended cooking school at the Culinary Institute on the other side of the city, and he seemed genuinely interested in providing home-cooked meals for the potlucks that Lucy enjoyed hosting for the apartment residents. 

She smiled brightly as he stood next to her, right as the elevator dinged and the doors creaked open. "Good morning, Blake. Off to school?"

"Sure am. Anything exciting happening at the bookstore this week?"

"Oh, we have a new release of a cookbook I think you would like." Lucy always kept her eye out for any new books on cooking that Blake might appreciate reading. 

He bumped his shoulder against her. "I'll have to have Sam stop by and grab it." He paused. "Her brother is visiting, we're picking him up from the bus station after I get out of school."

"That's exciting." She had heard a lot about Sam's older brothers—Jackson and Dylan. "Motorcycle brother or?" she asked, hoping her slight grin didn't give her away. She always wondered about the hot older brother who rode a motorcycle. She figured he must be sexy.

"Afraid not, Luce, just the boring one." He laughed.

"Darn." She giggled and looked away, hiding her blush. "We'll have to do a potluck so he can meet everyone in the building." Her voice got higher than she wanted it to. She hated how she got so excited about the community potlucks, but it was fun to plan something and then reap the rewards while everyone got together and had a good time.

Blake bit his lip and held back a laugh. "Yeah, Dylan would sure love that." From the tone in his voice, it didn't sound like Dylan was going to love her potluck idea. "But I think we should do it, anyway."

"Yeah?" Her eyes lit up as the elevator arrived at the ground floor. 

"My best friend deserves the finest welcome to New York bash we can throw this weekend." She followed him out of the elevator as they walked toward the exit of their building. "I'll bring the food; you bring the Patel pizazz?"

"I won't let you down, B."

"You never do, Luce."

They went their separate ways, as Lucy started her walk toward the bookstore. Lucy loved living in the city. There was always something new to see or do. Every morning, she would pass by the Botanical Garden on 6th Street on her way to work. The garden was one of her favorite places to stop when she had time, which she rarely ever had. 

Today was one of those days when time was getting away from her. She cut through Avenue B, picking up the pace as she looked down at her phone. 8:55 AM. She groaned internally. She was going to be late again. 

Turning the corner, she smiled the moment she saw Jared opening the shop door. Jared had worked at the Book Club Bar for five years now. He was one of her closest friends. "Cutting it close again, aren't you, Luce?"

"Close is not late," she said with a raised brow. "I made it with a minute to spare." Holding up her phone, she grinned. "That's a record, wouldn't you say?"

He shoved the door open, metal squealing against the old wooden floor. "Are you excited?" 

She bit her lip and stared at him. "I don't have a single clue what you are talking about, Jared." His eyes narrowed as he flipped the lights on and the bar ignited in a warm glow. 

"You aren't fooling me. You've been waiting six months for this book to come in."

She squeaked and bounced on her feet. "Alright fine, is it in the back?"

He nodded. "Came in right after you left yesterday. I sat one aside for you." Lucy rushed past him to the back room, knocking the door open with her shoulder as she jumped over the boxes by the desk. "Would you slow down before you get hurt?" Jared hollered behind her.

"I just want to touch the cover." 

"Top drawer," he instructed. Lucy opened the drawer, and there it was, staring back at her. She swore she heard music playing overhead as she took in the bright blue cover, a cluster of yellow flowers and a small bird sitting in the top right-hand corner. 

She ran her fingers along the spine. "Little Bird," she whispered.

"Is that the third or fourth one in the series?" Jared asked as the office lights came on over her head.

"Third. This one is about the youngest sister." She cracked the spine, and the smell of the cream-colored paper wafted to her nose. Oh, how she loved the smell of new books. Her fingers danced along the pages, lightly touching each word. She couldn't wait to get home and rush to the roof to devour each chapter. 

"How long is it going to take you to read this one?"

"Depends on how long it takes Amber to find me this time." She laughed. "I just want to know if she ends up with Joel or Karl."

"No one should end up with a man named Karl." Jared frowned. "I dated a Karl once; he was a real ass."

"That's because you have a type, Jared. They're all…jerks!" Lucy frowned. 

Jared laughed. "You know it won't kill you to say the word, ass, Lucy. You aren't going combust into flames."

"Hey, don't make her cuss." A tall girl with long dark hair walked into the office. 

"Morning, Josephine," Lucy greeted the girl with a smile. "Look what came in." She held up her book triumphantly. 

"Ooh! Will it be Karl or Joel?" She reached for the book, and Lucy yanked it away.

"You can't read the ending first, Jo. That's cheating."

"To hell with that. I always start at the end first. That helps me decide if it's worth reading."

Lucy shook her head, tucking the book under her arm as she walked back into the store to get ready for customers. The store was a combination of coffee shop and bookstore, but after 5:00 PM, it became a full-fledged bar. Lucy didn't really drink alcohol herself. It never really seemed like something she would enjoy, but it was a popular concept because loads of people came in after hours to drink, interact with friends and read a book. 

And there was nothing Lucy loved more than reading a book. Getting lost in a fantasy world was something she looked forward to every night. As soon as she got off work, she would sneak off to the rooftop, snuggle into her cozy chair, and dive into whatever book she was currently reading. And today was really special because she was going to get to read "Little Bird" after work, which she had been waiting six months to read. Finally, she would know which man the youngest daughter, Lilibeth, had chosen. Karl or Joel. 

Secretly, she was hoping it would be Joel, the dashing but brooding mystery man who had come into Lilibeth's life last year, but it was possible she would choose Karl, the man she had dated on and off for years since she was a girl. 

It wasn't as if Lucy had much experience with men to know which one was better for Lilibeth; the only men that Lucy had dated were on the pages of the novels she read. But it didn't stop her from fantasizing about it. 

She'd actually fantasized more than once about a striking, mysterious Joel appearing in her life—a man utterly captivated by her. She imagined his voice, low and filled with longing, his touch a spark against her skin. He'd be unable to resist her beauty, his eyes devouring her, until finally, he would sweep her off her feet and carry her into the sunset.

"Someone puked in the bathroom. Can you clean it up, Luce?" She blinked and shook her head. The romantic fairytale would have to wait.








  
  

[image: ]

Chapter Three


Dylan





"Istill can't believe you take the elevator up to your apartment every day." Dylan stood at the back of the small metal box and stared at the lights as they moved along the numbers to the twelfth floor. 

Sam laughed and leaned on Blake's shoulder. "You get used to it." 

"I'm just happy we don't have to take the stairs. We looked at this place over in Hell's Kitchen on the fifth floor that didn't have an elevator." The doors opened, and they shuffled out. "There was no way I was carrying groceries up five flights of stairs after a long day at school."

Blake wrapped an arm around Sam, and Dylan followed them down the checkered hallway. He found the familiar smile reappearing on his face at how happy and settled his sister and best friend appeared, ignoring the pit in his stomach that had settled there on the ride over. They were still Blake and Sam, but as the conversation had progressed, he was slowly realizing how much their lives had moved on without him. And with each new revelation about their blended life—Blake was a Yankees fan now (traitor!) and Sam took yoga classes—the more disconnected he felt. 

Just as they approached the end of the hall, a door opened to their right and a goddess in heels walked out. The woman must have been over six feet tall without the fuck-me heels. Her long calves appeared to extend for miles on bronzed skin that disappeared under the lamest excuse for a dress he had ever seen. There was barely enough fabric to cover the bits of flesh exposed that otherwise would have made it inappropriate to wear in public. 

"Sammy girl, have you seen my sister?" The goddess in glitter floated across the hall toward them. "I've been looking everywhere, but you know how she disappears after work. I swear she blends with the furniture." There were two of them? Dylan had just left the "Donna Drapers" of the world behind, and already he had run into another one by only stepping into his sister's apartment building.

"Afraid not. We just got home." Sam paused and turned to face him. "My brother is going to be staying with us for a while." All eyes focused on him, and for a split second, Dylan wished he had invisibility superpowers.

"Oh! One of the infamous Lancaster brothers! How exciting!" the woman squealed and stepped closer to him. "I'm Amber. Are you the motorcycle brother or the one who punched Casey?"

Sam snorted. "Please don't make him famous for that."

"Hey, he had help with that fight." Blake pouted. "I don't know why Dylan gets all the glory."

"Ah, so the fighter." She bit her lip and smiled, and Dylan straightened himself a little taller. He supposed if he was going to get credit for something in his life, punching the hell out of that asshole Casey Anderson should at least earn him a medal.

"Yeah, well, he had it coming," he nodded, "but, uh, I'm afraid my fighting days are over."

"Getting up there in age." Blake laughed. "Thirty is coming right around the corner, old man." He rubbed his shoulder where Blake had punched him. The pain was yet another reminder that life was moving too fast, and he was getting too old to not know what the hell he was doing with his life. 

"I wouldn't talk. You're still older than me." Dylan lifted his chin and narrowed his eyes.

Blake shook his head and smirked. "Only by a month."

"Is this what the next few months are going to be like?" Sam asked, her eyes crinkling as she looked at Amber with a slight frown on her face. "I'm not sure I'm ready for the two of you behaving like children all day long."

Dylan discreetly held his middle finger toward his best friend behind his back. "Don't worry, Sam, I'll find something else to do besides take the piss out of your boy toy all day long."

Amber giggled, her eyes washing over him as she appeared to trail them down his torso and back up to his eyes. "If you get bored, I know the city pretty well."

"All I want is a decent place to get a slice of New York pizza." Dylan patted his growling stomach. He'd been dreaming about a slice of pizza since he got off the bus.

Amber crinkled her nose and cleared her throat. "Oh, um, yeah. Sure, I know a place."

"Oh, yeah?" Dylan wasn't going to turn down food. "Well, you know where to find me."

"I sure do." She bit her lip and looked down at the other end of the hall. "I gotta get to my photo shoot. But you better believe I'll be in touch." She winked and walked past him, her hips swaying back and forth as he watched her head to the elevator. 

"Stop drooling in my hallway, loser." Dylan followed Blake into the apartment, growling his disapproval at his teasing. The last thing he needed was another hot chick chasing after his dick.

Blake and Sam's apartment was modest, but very different from what he was prepared for, though he supposed expecting to see clothing on the floor and Blake's old football trophies lining the bookshelves should have been improbable. Instead, he found the apartment to be very…boring. 

The bookshelves were lined with cookbooks and photography manuals. There were pictures of Blake and Sam in frames on the walls and a few scattered about of himself and Jackson from when they were younger. He recognized the yearbook sitting on the table in the living room from their senior year in high school. Only Blake would make that a coffee table piece. 

The apartment was bright. There were no curtains lining the windows. Sunlight beamed in through the large openings in the walls. It was quaint, not exactly large, but it felt lived in. Loved.

There was a blanket he recognized on the couch. His sister had carried it around since she was a teenager. A photo of Bruce Springsteen spanned the entire fabric. He remembered she used to curl up and watch television while she waited for him to come home from parties. She would pretend she wasn't waiting up for him, but he always knew she was. They would sit on the couch and talk for hours after he got home about who brought whom to the party, which person got too drunk to go home, and who vomited that night.

There were moments recently he wished he could go back to times like that. Back when things seemed so simple. 

"I have to go out tonight." He looked up as his sister came into the room. "It's a work thing. I couldn't change it."

"And I…" Blake walked in behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist and dropping his head to her shoulder. "Have a culinary event." Sam kissed Blake's cheek and then looked back at him and frowned. 

"We feel awful."

"Hey, don't worry about it." Dylan shrugged. "I don't need a babysitter. I'll find stuff to do."

"You sure?" Blake asked. He could see it on their faces—that quick flash of pity or perhaps anxiety wrapped up in a layer of well meant concern. He could recognize it quickly after seeing it on his brother's face for the last year. But he didn't come to New York to trade Jax's ugly mug of worry for his sister's. 

"Yeah, really, I don't want you guys to change your lives for me. I'm here to work myself out. New York is a big place." 

Sam sighed. "Well, make yourself at home. What's ours is yours." She smiled and walked over to hug him. "I gotta go get ready, but I promise we'll catch up. Besides, this weekend will be a lot of fun." Before he could clarify what she meant by that, she ran off down the hallway and disappeared.

Dylan narrowed his eyes at his best friend. "Weekend?"

Blake ran a hand across the back of his neck. "Yeah, man. Loads." He hurried off into the kitchen and started putting away the dishes. It was a chore Dylan had watched Blake do for years at the diner, but the task felt so different watching him do it in his own home.

"Loads of what?"

"Fun. Like she said." Blake continued cleaning up without looking at him.

"Blake, why is the weekend going to be loads of fun?" Dylan had specifically asked them not to do anything special for his arrival. He wasn't sure he had the capacity for fun.

Blake sighed, his shoulders sagging as he rested the towel against the counter. "Okay, look, don't make a big deal about it. I know you said you didn't want any big parties or anything."

"Blake…"

"But your dad is stopping by this weekend, and we thought we'd do a potluck on the roof." Blake glanced at him and smiled with that traitorous smirk Dylan used to appreciate. It was a smile that they used to use on their enemies, you know, other people you were about to do something terrible to, yet you knew it was going to be good for them, eventually.

"A potluck? Why?" He hated potlucks. Why on earth would he want to sit around and eat food that other people made? People he didn't even know.

"It will be fun. We have the best potlucks here. You can even try my cooking."

"I've been eating your cooking for years." He tossed himself down on the couch and blew out a breath. "Or did I just imagine you working at the diner all those years?"

"This is different. I'm a chef now. Or a chef in training, at least. But I've gotten so much better. Trust me. You'll enjoy yourself."

Dylan stared at his friend. Traitor. "I somehow doubt that."

"Amber will be there," Blake sang with a grin.

He sighed. The last thing he needed was a new Donna, but he also didn't want to start off this trip by disappointing his best friend and sister. "Fine." Blake continued cleaning and then grabbed a basket off the floor, dropping it onto the couch next to him. Dylan's eyes grew bigger as he watched his best friend fold his sister's laundry. "Does it hurt being this domesticated?"

Blake chuckled. "The benefits outweigh everything else."

"Don't you dare start talking to me about any benefits you get from my sister, asshole."

"I'm not just talking about sex. What are you, five?" Blake shook his head and frowned. "I'm talking about having someone around to talk to, someone who understands everything you're going through, even the really shitty stuff you don't tell anyone else."

"Thought that's what best friends were for." Dylan didn't mean to shoot below the belt, but it just sort of came out that way.

Blake dropped the shirt he was folding. "You mean like telling me you were sleeping with Donna for the last year?" Ouch. "Is that the stuff you tell your best friend or was it all the other stuff you failed to talk to me about? Sorry, I guess your phone must have been dead all year. You left me in the dark about a lot of shit, Dylan. So why don't you spare me the lecture?"

Dylan stared at his shoes, examining the holes in the fabric of his Converse. He had expected this conversation, just not in the first hour of arriving. "I…I didn't know how to tell you."

"You didn't know how, or you knew how I would react if you did?"

Dylan rolled his eyes and sighed. "Probably a little of both, honestly." Blake stared at him. "What do you want me to say?"

What could he say? Sorry for sleeping with your ex-girlfriend after you moved away for no other reason than being drunk and bored. Sorry that I drank away half the year acting like an asshole because I still don't have any idea what the hell I'm supposed to do with my life now that everyone else is getting their shit together and I'm still just Dylan the screw-up?

"Maybe you could start by telling me what's going on in that head of yours?"

Dylan flinched, then grunted out a laugh. "Ain't nothing going on in my head. That's the point. Don't worry about it, I'm fine." Blake's eyes narrowed. "Seriously, the Donna thing—it was…alcohol. Stupidity. I don't know. I fucked up. But I'm fine, really." So, it turns out that lying to your best friend gets easier to do the more often you do it.

"Blake, do you know where my…" Sam walked into the room and stopped as soon as she saw the way the two of them were staring at each other. "Sorry, did I—"

"All good. Where's the bathroom?" Dylan asked, standing up, searching for an exit as quickly as he could.

"Down the hall. First door on the right." Sam pointed behind her. He escaped before she could stop him, closing the door and leaning against it. At least he would get to be alone after they both left tonight. He closed his eyes and remembered the cab driver's advice. 

"When you can't go out, go up." 

Perhaps that was the answer to his problems today. He needed an escape.
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An hour later, Blake and Sam were gone, and Dylan abandoned the apartment to explore his options for escape. He had slipped past the elevator to the stairwell at the end of the hall and climbed to the top of the building. It was a pleasant surprise to find the rooftop door not only open, but the area on the other side maintained and inviting. 

The patio was covered in plants, with a greenhouse at the other end of the roof. Nestled in between was a sitting area where he could snuggle into a seat with a table. His sketchbook was lying on the table where he was currently scribbling little fat aliens arriving in New York City, the soothing sounds of Caamp, "Feels Like Home" played in his earbuds, allowing him to lose himself to another world on the rooftop as if he was the only person in the city. 

The talk with Blake earlier had unsettled him. While he had expected the subject of his reckless year to come up, he didn't expect to have to discuss it this soon during the visit. He had hoped for a few days of catching up, maybe some fun stories from the past; instead, he was already getting confronted with judgemental questions.

Apparently, it had been weighing on Blake's mind. After all, he had been ignoring his best friend for the last year. When he texted or called, it was always to Sam. Rarely did he reach out to Blake on his own. He suspected that was because of his own guilt. Being with Donna was stupid. He knew Blake wouldn't approve, and telling him about it would have gotten him an earful. So, he avoided the topic altogether. 

Obviously, Jax had mentioned it, which was unfortunate because Dylan would have preferred keeping that little tidbit locked in a steel box forever.

Apparently, his family was doing a lot of talking behind his back that he was unaware of. He looked down at his page as the scratch marks got wilder. He tossed the marker onto the table and groaned, yanking his buds out of his ears.

"Oh."

He looked up at the intrusive voice and saw a girl with dark hair holding a book staring back at him with a surprised look on her face. "Can I help you?" he grunted. 

"Um, no. Or, yes. I mean, I don't know you." Her lips pinched together, and her eyes got smaller as she stared at him suspiciously. 

"Do you need to know everyone?" He put his palm over his sketchbook as soon as she looked at it, pulling it closer toward him.

Her hands clutched her book to her chest. It appeared to be some ridiculous romance novel that all the girls were reading. "I know everyone in the building."

"Are you the building police?"

She shook her head and frowned. "That's not a thing." She rocked back on her heels the moment he moved. "What are you doing?" She looked alarmed, her eyes roaming over him wildly as if examining his features and trying to decide if he was an intruder about to attack.

He paused and stared at her. "I'm just turning off my music." He leaned over and paused the music on his phone, holding it up to her so she could see for herself. "Am I allowed to move, or are you going to call security?"

She had the nerve to appear offended by his remark. "Why are you up here? No one comes up here but me."

"Do you own the roof?" He chuckled. 

"No one owns the roof." She rolled her eyes and walked toward the greenhouse. "But this is mine."

"You live in a greenhouse?" he asked, raising an eyebrow at her. 

She blushed, spinning back to face him. "What? No…no, I don't live in it, but my butterflies do." 

How very odd. "Well, I promise you, I was not doing anything to your butterflies. I just came up here to…" He looked down at his sketchbook and noticed that she was looking at his drawings. He shut the book and caught her eye once more. "I'm visiting my sister," he said instead.

"Oh, does your brother ride a motorcycle?" She smiled so widely he almost laughed. What was everyone's obsession with Jackson and his stupid motorcycle?

He exhaled. "That would be my brother, Jackson."

"So, you must be the other one." She examined him, and Dylan nodded. Of course he would get to be known as 'the other one.' The unremarkable Lancaster. "In that case, you can use the roof whenever you want. I come up here to read all the time." She held up her romance novel, something with a lot of flowers and a small bird on the cover. "I just got this one today." Her voice was full of excitement. Dylan just nodded silently. "But I'm happy to share my sanctuary with you, if you want somewhere to hide out." Dylan imagined that hiding out with this girl would end up with her talking his ear off all day. "Not that I would be here all the time. I mean, I work during the day, so, you know, unfortunately, we couldn't hang out when I'm working."

He nodded again, unable to get a word in as she continued talking. "Yeah, that's…" 

"But maybe I'll run into you again, you know, when I'm not working."

Dylan frowned. Perhaps finding solitude was going to be harder than he thought. Would it be rude to ask her what her schedule was? "Yeah, sure."

"Cool, I mean, obviously I would be reading, so we wouldn't really be talking or hanging out." She frowned and turned away. "Stupid, Lucy." She shook her head, talking mostly to herself. "I'm talking a lot. I do that when I get nervous around people I don't know."
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