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      I needed a miracle.

      What I got was a cocky, late-as-hell comedian with too many jokes and a smile that could ruin lives.

      Sharing a cross-country road trip with Anthony Bronson wasn’t part of my five-year plan, but when a once-in-a-lifetime job interview lands on the opposite coast and my bank account laughs in my face, desperate times call for cocky measures.

      He’s messy where I’m meticulous.

      Loud where I’m quiet.

      And somehow, in between pit stops, comedy clubs, and too many shared hotel beds… he starts to feel like home.

      This was supposed to be a ride. Just a ride.

      So why does it feel like fate?
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      Emerson

      

      My heels pinch my toes as I walk faster down the busy sidewalk. People keep bumping into me, but I’m too excited to care. I just keep grinning, no matter how many dirty looks I get, and continue on my way.

      My cell phone is still clutched tightly in my hand, my crossbody handbag bumping against my hip with every hurried step that I take. My apartment building comes into view and for the first time since I moved into the place, I smile when I see the old, crumbling brick building.

      I jog up the stairs, wincing when the strap of my heel digs into my toe. I live on the fourth floor with my best friend, Layla. She’s a writer, so I know that she’s home and will be excited to hear my news.

      I burst into the tiny apartment, tripping over Layla’s yoga mat and catching myself on the wall by the door. I kick off the offending high heels and dodge shoes, stacks of books, and a laundry basket full of clothes that I’m not sure are clean or dirty on my way to Layla’s bedroom/home office.

      The door is cracked and I push it open, smiling when I hear her favorite ASMR soundtrack playing. Layla is at her desk in the corner of her bedroom, her black curly hair is tied up messily in a bun on top of her head as she hunches over her laptop.

      She looks like the words are really flowing and I bite my lip, twirling a strand of my dark auburn hair around my finger as I debate interrupting her or waiting to tell her my exciting news. She saves me from having to decide a minute later when she lets out a frustrated snarl and starts slamming down her finger on the delete button over and over again.

      “Hey,” I say, startling her out of her writer’s funk.

      “Hey! When did you get home?” she asks as she spins around in her desk chair.

      “I got the call today.”

      “For the interview? You’re moving to New York?” she asks excitedly, leaping to her feet in excitement.

      “If I get the job, I will,” I say with a mile-wide smile.

      I knew that she would be just as excited about the news as I am. She’s always been my biggest cheerleader.

      We met in college at the University of Chicago. She was there as an English and creative writing major, and I was there to study art history. We had been partnered up as roommates and had hit it off right away.

      It seems a little surprising that we became such good friends since we’re opposites in a lot of ways.

      Layla is bubbly, always excited about something, and she can walk up to anyone and strike up a conversation. She’s lean with coal-black hair and striking light blue eyes.

      I’m more of a wallflower and a homebody. I’d rather be walking around an art gallery or at home watching TV than at a nightclub or some party. Layla dragged me to a few parties when we were freshmen, but she learned quickly that me and frat parties just weren’t a good mix. I had been so uncomfortable at them that after the second one, she had just let me stay in our dorm room, curled up in my bed with a bowl of popcorn.

      She’s tan, compliments of her Italian heritage from her mom’s side. I’m so pale that I could be mistaken for Casper the ghost. My hair is a deep red color with shades of copper threaded in and is bone straight, hanging around my shoulders.

      “When is your interview?” she asks, dragging me out into the living room.

      “Next Thursday. In New York,” I say, dropping the bomb.

      I’m excited about getting this interview. Working at the Malhoy Gallery is a dream come true, but the one thing that is tripping me up, is how I’m going to make it to the interview. When I had applied, I had hoped that they would do it online or over Skype or the phone.

      Apparently not.

      I’ve been working at a smaller gallery out here in Los Angeles since Layla and I first moved to town, but I’m just a lowly assistant and my paychecks barely cover my share of the rent and ramen for the month. There’s no way that I can afford a flight to New York and back and then a hotel while I’m there.

      “Yikes. How are you going to swing that?” Layla asks, pulling out our half-empty bottle of wine from the fridge and pouring us each a glass.

      “I was thinking I would drive it. I did the math and it would be cheaper to drive and sleep in the car or at some cheap motels than it would be to get a flight last minute and some hotel in New York for a few days. Even still, I’m not sure that I have enough in savings to cover gas and everything,” I admit.

      She nods, pausing with the wine bottle suspended in air as a thought hits her. I’m hoping that it’s some solution to my problem, but knowing Layla, it could be that she figured out a scene that she was working on or a new idea for a book just hit her.

      I slide my glass across the counter, picking it up as she works whatever out in her head. I take a sip, trying not to gag on the bitter taste. This bottle was a different brand that was a little cheaper but it tastes like trash. Should have stuck to our boxed wine.

      “I might know someone that could help with expenses,” Layla says, and I raise my eyebrow at her, encouraging her to continue. “I have a friend who is trying to get to New York soon too. He’s a comedian and has a chance to do a stand-up and audition for some fancy comedy club out there next week. He was just talking about trying to figure out a ride out there.”

      “I’m not sure that I want to drive across the country with some guy that I’ve never met,” I start, and she waves me off.

      “He’s harmless! He’ll help you pay for gas and food or whatever. He can even help drive. Maybe you wouldn’t even need to pay for hotel rooms then!” she says, getting excited with the idea the more that she thinks about it.

      It does make sense, I guess. I’m just not really looking forward to climbing into my little station wagon with a stranger for the next few days.

      “How do you know this guy?” I ask, needing more details before I say yes.

      I love Layla, but she has some friends that make me a little nervous. Hazard of being able to talk to anyone, I suppose.

      “I went to a comedy open mic a few months ago and he was there performing. He’s really funny and he was at the bar afterward. I went to grab a drink during one of the other guy’s sets, he was really awful by the way, and I told Anthony that I thought that he was hilarious. We started talking and I’ve seen him at a few comedy clubs now and then. I just ran into him last night when I went out with the David guy. That’s why I thought of him.”

      I nod, biting my bottom lip.

      “How was your date with David, anyway?”

      “Boring. The guy has no sense of humor. I mean, he took me to an open mic and then bought me one glass of wine and he expected me to sleep with him at the end of the night. He didn’t even laugh at any of the comics, so it was weird,” she says, her nose scrunching up as she remembers last night.

      Layla is always going out on first dates but never second ones. She claims that she hasn’t met anyone who is worthy of her, and I have to agree. She is pretty awesome. I just wish that I had that kind of confidence or was even half as self-assured as she is.

      “So, do you want Anthony’s number?” she asks, getting us back on track.

      I tug on the ends of my hair as I roll my options over in my head. Do I really want to drive across country with some random guy? No, but I want the Malhoy Gallery job more than anything and if spending a few days in my car with this Anthony guy is what I have to do to have a shot at my dream job, then that’s what I’m going to do.

      “Yeah, give me his number. I guess it can’t hurt to talk to him for a few minutes and ask if he wants to road trip with me.”

      Layla grins, running back to her room to grab her cell phone. I pick up my wine, taking a big swallow as I already start to wonder if I’m making a mistake.

      “Just sent it to you!” Layla calls from her bedroom and I feel my phone vibrate in my hand.

      I take a deep breath before I open the message and type out a new text to Anthony.
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      Anthony

      

      UNKNOWN: Hi, my name’s Emerson. I’m a friend of Layla’s. She gave me your number because she heard that you needed a ride to New York. I need help with expenses so if you’re willing to help with gas and hotels, then I can give you a ride.

      

      I stare at the new text on my phone for a solid minute, trying to remember who Layla is. I meet a lot of people at the different comedy clubs and it takes me a few minutes to place a face to the name. Black hair, talkative girl. I’ve seen her here and there at different clubs.

      That shouldn’t be the part of the text that I’m worried about though.

      I had just gotten the call yesterday about auditioning for The Comedy Vault but I was at a loss as to how I was going to make it out there.

      I have a million things to do before my audition next week. I should be tightening up my set, working on new jokes and perfecting my timing. If I can nail down my details on making it to New York though, then I would only have to focus on my craft for the rest of the week.

      I grab my phone and my fingers hover over the screen as I think of what to say.

      

      ANTHONY: Hey, man. Yeah, I need to get to New York by next Friday night. When are you leaving?

      EMERSON: I’d like to leave Sunday morning. Before noon, but the earlier the better. I need to be there by Thursday so that should give us plenty of time.

      ANTHONY: Sounds good. I’d like to stop in a few major cities so that I can hit up some open mics.

      EMERSON: I’ll have to check the route. I was hoping that we could drive straight through and take turns sleeping.

      

      Jeez, doesn’t this guy sound like a barrel full of fun. I roll my eyes, studying the text messages. Maybe I should just suck it up and ask my brother to help me pay for a ticket or something. This Emerson dude seems super uptight with his schedule and routes, but if he can get me to New York….

      It’s only going to be a few days, I remind myself. You can handle a few days with this guy.

      

      ANTHONY: Okay. Do you need me to meet you somewhere? I live on North Soto Street.

      EMERSON: That’s on the way. I’ll pick you up at ten.

      ANTHONY: See you then.

      

      I smile, sliding my phone into my pocket. It feels good to have one part of the trip figured out at least.

      The apartment door opens and my friend and roommate, Theo, comes stumbling in, dragging a case behind him.

      “Hey, man!” he calls out, grinning as he kicks the front door closed.

      “Hey. How was the shoot?” I ask him as I stand and head into the kitchen to grab something to eat.

      Theo is my roommate. We’ve been close friends since we were kids, grew up playing at each other’s houses, but we had lost track of each other when we went off to different colleges.

      I had been back home when my mom told me that Theo had moved out to the west coast. He’s a kickass photographer and was trying to break into the industry. I had messaged him and asked if he needed a roommate. Luckily for me, his last roommate was just about to move out to go live with his girlfriend back in Chicago and I was able to move in two weeks later.

      Theo has been working his way up from photographer’s assistant to running his own shoots. In the last few months, he’s managed to snag a few high-profile jobs but he’s gone a lot, flying to New York or Europe for shoots.

      “It was great,” Theo says with a sigh.

      He looks tired and I try to remember where he just flew in from. I think it was Florida.

      “How have things been here?” he asks as he grabs a beer and leans back against the countertop.

      “Same as when you left. I heard back from The Comedy Vault. I audition next week.”

      “No shit?” Theo asks, grinning at me.

      “No shit. I’m leaving Sunday morning.”

      “How you getting there?” Theo asks, well aware of my current financial situation. “Is Alexander footing the bill?”

      Alexander is my millionaire younger brother. He owns a real estate investment company out in New York City and I’m planning on staying with him when I get out there but I haven’t told him that yet.

      I could ask him for the money or to buy me a plane ticket. I know that he would do it, but it doesn’t feel right to ask him for money. I’ve always been proud and I want to make my own way in life. I have enough in savings to split the trip with that Emerson guy.

      “No, I found someone who is driving out to New York too, and I’m going to get a ride with them and split gas.”

      “Who?” Theo asks, his head disappearing into the fridge as he looks for something to eat. Joke’s on him, because I haven’t gone grocery shopping since he left on his trip.

      “Some guy named Emerson.”

      Theo looks confused, probably trying to remember when I mentioned him before. I reach past him, grabbing the milk that’s about to expire out of the fridge and dumping the last of it on my bowl of cereal.

      “Did you put in your notice for work yet?” he asks and I shake my head no.

      I work at a little bookstore in downtown Los Angeles. It’s probably going to go under soon. Not many brick and mortar stores can compete with the online retailers. That’s part of the reason why I’m so excited for this audition.

      Getting into The Comedy Vault would open a ton of doors. I could hire an agent, start booking some shows, even if I’m an opener. I could start touring.

      “Will you be moving out then?” Theo asks, and I notice that he doesn’t seem that upset about if I were to.

      “If I get the spot, then yeah. I’ll be moving to New York.”

      “I got offered a few contracts out there and with Fashion Week and stuff coming up, I was thinking about moving out to New York too,” he admits and I’m shocked to hear this.

      I thought that Theo loved Los Angeles. He’s right though. He has been spending more and more time out there lately, and I know that the modeling scene is big out there.

      “Maybe we can room together,” Theo suggests, and I jump on the offer.

      “That would be awesome. Otherwise I was going to have to crash with Alexander and Eden.”

      “Aren’t they newlyweds?” he asks and I nod, wincing as I think about what a nightmare it’s going to be to stay with him for a night or two.
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