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      For my chosen family. Happy holidays!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Eddie

        

      

    

    
      “I should’ve had another drink at the bar.” I grumbled as I squeezed into a window seat on the plane. When you were six foot four, flying coach meant a guaranteed backache. “Though I guess nine in the morning is too early to get hammered.”

      I glanced out the tiny window and saw the bright colors of the sign next to the runway, letting you know you were arriving or departing Guadalajara. The blues, greens, reds, and yellows were supposed to be cheerful, but in my mind, the colors were all gray. 

      On my flight to Mexico, I’d lucked out and had a row of seats to myself. Considering how packed the gate had been when boarding the plane, I was certain I’d have neighbors on the flight home. A few seconds later, an older woman opened the overhead compartment above our seats and stored a small granite-colored piece of luggage. She settled into the seat on the aisle and began reading something on her tablet. Her gray hair had a blue cast to it, and while she read, she fingered a strand of pearls hanging from her neck. Hopefully, she’d be my only neighbor, and I could stretch my legs a bit because of the empty seat between us.

      When I peered toward the front of the plane a few minutes later, it appeared like everyone had boarded, so I stretched my legs, accidentally hitting the woman’s feet. She turned to me, lifted her reading glasses, and scowled.

      “Sorry. There’s not a lot of space for tall guys on…”

      Her glasses slid back down her nose and she resumed reading. At least I wouldn’t have to deal with a talkative neighbor.

      “Excuse me, sorry, running late.” A woman’s voice rang out, and I glanced up to see a tall woman in a bright yellow dress and equally vivid red hair walking down the aisle. I looked around the plane, and with dismay noticed every seat except the one between me and the older ice queen was taken.

      When she got to our row, she stopped and placed her luggage in the overhead compartment. “Pardon me,” she said to the woman on the aisle. “Could you stand for a minute so I can sit?”

      The older woman ignored her.

      “Ma’am, I need to sit down. That’s my seat in the middle, and the plane is about to take off.” The redhead grinned, and I noticed a small gold hoop in her nose and tattoos on both of her hands. The older woman still didn’t budge, and an airline attendant with major makeup on strolled down the aisle in our direction.

      “Miss, you need to take your seat.” She said, her gaze traveling up the redhead's frame while shaking her head.

      “Well I would, but this woman won’t move.” 

      The older lady removed her glasses, sighed loudly, then stood up. I moved my feet to make room for her, and moments later, the redhead was seated next to me. An odd smell emanated from her, like a combination of dirt and flowers. 

      “Patchouli.” I said aloud without thinking and felt blood racing up my neck. The seatbelt light flashed on, and the airplane’s engine grew louder.

      “Yes, but I added a little rose to the mixture so it wouldn’t smell too funky.” The woman grinned and held her hand out. “Hi, my name is Twyla.”

      I hesitated a moment, then shook her hand. “Eddie, Eddie Garza. Nice to meet you.”
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        * * *

      

      After takeoff, the exotic woman lowered the tray in front of her and placed a small bag on top of it. “So, what’s your final destination?” She asked.

      “Richmond, Virginia.”

      “Oh, cool. Me too. Going home to visit friends and family over the holidays. I love Guadalajara, but I’m missing colder weather.” She smiled, and I noticed a slight gap between her front teeth. “Paradise can get a little boring sometimes.”

      “Do you live in Mexico, or were you there for a long visit?” I asked.

      “I moved there a few months ago. At first I decided never to go back to the states, but then I realized that visiting home would make living in Guadalajara better. I’d see firsthand what I’m not missing.” She reached into the bag on the tray and fished out a large deck of cards. She placed her bag in her lap, and began shuffling them. “What about you? Do you live in Virginia?”

      “Yeah.” I sighed. “Though I don’t miss the cold weather. There was an ice storm a couple of days ago. My roommate was out of power for most of the day.”

      “So why were you in Guadalajara?” She asked, and I noticed that the cards she was shuffling were unlike any I’d seen before.

      “Actually, I was visiting Tlaquepaque.” My tongue twisted, trying to say the name. “It’s a town bordering…” 

      “Oh, I love that place! They have the coolest art in the world.” She exclaimed, and the older woman on the aisle seat glared in our direction. Twyla lowered her voice and resumed speaking. “The cathedrals are to die for. Do you have family there or something?”

      I sighed, wondering how to answer that question. The easiest thing to do would be to say yes and leave it at that, but that was a half-truth. I opened my mouth to speak, and when I did, her eyes locked with mine. The truth spilled out.

      “My mother gave me up when I was a baby. After doing research I learned she was from Tlaq...” I didn’t know Spanish, so I abandoned the effort of saying the town’s name, “...well, from that area, and that I had relatives there.” I glanced out the window at the carpet of gray clouds underneath us.

      “Didn’t go so well, did it?” She whispered, and when I looked in her direction, she placed the deck of cards on the tray and nodded toward them. Meeting distant relatives who don’t speak the same language was more frustrating than revealing. When I didn’t reply, she murmured, “Cut the cards for me, please. Oh, and think of a question you’d like answered."

      I reached over and did as she asked. “What is this?” 

      “Tarot cards. This would be better if I could smoke a cigar while doing it, but this will have to do.” She pulled the top card off the deck and laid it on the tray. “Cigar smoke makes the answers clearer.” She added, though it only made it sound even more bizarre.

      “Oh, that’s interesting.” She pointed at the card. “It’s the card of judgement, but it came out of the deck upside down. It represents doubt, like you don’t understand the world around you and it’s making you crazy.”

      “Yeah.” I grunted. That sounded like my entire life. Orphaned, and bounced from one foster home to the next. It was hard to understand your place in the world when the ground beneath you was constantly shifting.

      Twyla peeled off a card and placed it next to the other one. Her right hand flew up to her mouth, and she giggled. “I’m so used to doing this with cigars that my hand went to my lips automatically. Now, this is the death card.”

      “Oh shit.” I said, louder than I meant, and the old woman next to Twyla cleared her throat.

      “No, it’s a good one.” She whispered. “It represents the end of a cycle, or a new beginning. Imagine you’ve spent your entire life as a caterpillar, and you’re about to emerge from a cocoon as a stunning butterfly.”

      A grin spread across my cheeks. “About damned time.”

      “The knight of cups.” She laid a third card on the tray. “I can interpret this in different ways. It could represent your idealism, or that you are going to follow your heart.” She said, then surprised me by laying her hand on mine. “Eddie, something tells me that things are about to change for you. Open yourself up to the possibility that good things are just around the corner.”

      “Really?” I almost laughed in her face. Good things never happened to me.

      “You’ve already been through hell, if what I’m sensing is correct.” She shut her eyes for a long moment, breathing slowly in and out. 

      “Um, yeah.” I said, prompting her to continue. Her eyes popped open, and she scooped the three cards off the tray.

      “The only way is up, handsome. Believe in yourself, and the universe will start believing in you too.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      "Sir, did I resolve the issue to your satisfaction?" I asked, keeping my voice professionally pleasant despite the headache forming behind my eyes.

      The man who'd just spent the last ten minutes cursing me out for stuff I had absolutely zero control over let out a heavy sigh. "This has been so frustrating," his deep voice rumbled through my headset.

      "I'm sure it has been, and I apologize for the inconvenience. Is there anything else I can help you with today?" I spotted my boss opening her office door across the room and quickly slid the book I'd been reading—a romance novel I'd picked up at the library—into my top desk drawer. The last thing I needed was Morticia catching me with contraband during work hours.

      "No. I know it's not your fault. Sorry I got angry with you." He grumbled the apology like it physically pained him, then hung up before I could ask him to fill out the customer survey online.

      I was about to update his file in our ancient database system when a shadow fell across my desk. I didn't need to look up to know who it was—I could smell her perfume, something expensive and vaguely funeral homish.

      "Blake, Grace is at lunch. Tell Parker I need to see him in my office." My boss Marcia's voice was flat, emotionless. Everyone called her Morticia behind her back—she was always dressed head to toe in black, never showing a flicker of human feeling. Her kohl eyeliner was extra thick today, making her eyes look even more sunken than usual, and her blood-red lipstick was bleeding into the fine lines around her mouth.

      "Of course, Marcia. Right away." I pulled off my headset and pushed back my chair, the wheels squeaking against the worn carpet. Morticia gave a curt nod and stalked back to her office like a vampire returning to her coffin.

      Honestly, I was happy for the excuse to escape my cubicle. Being a customer service representative was hands down the most boring job on the planet. Eight hours a day of apologizing for things that weren't my fault while people screamed at me through a headset. But whenever Morticia's secretary Grace was on break, she'd tap me to run errands and handle small tasks. I was secretly hoping that if Grace ever left the company, I'd get a shot at her position. Anything besides dealing with pissed-off customers all day was preferable—even serving the undead boss herself.

      I wound through the maze of identical gray cubicles to the bank of elevators and pushed the down button. Parker was a maintenance man who worked in the basement where his cell connection was spotty at best, which was probably why Morticia had sent me to fetch him instead of calling.

      The elevator dinged and I stepped inside, watching the numbers descend. When the doors finally opened in the basement, it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dimmer lighting down here. This was a spooky old building in Shockoe Slip, one of those cavernous nineteenth-century tobacco warehouses they'd converted into offices and condos. The basement still had exposed brick walls and pipes running along the ceiling, and it always felt about ten degrees colder than the rest of the building.

      "Parker?" I called out, my voice echoing slightly in the concrete space. A few moments later, I heard the shuffling of footsteps approaching from somewhere near the boiler room.

      "Yeah?" His raspy smoker's voice preceded him out of the darkness. I smelled him before I actually saw him—that distinctive musky combination of cigarettes and booze that clung to his clothes. Despite his smelly habits, Parker was a decent old guy, probably in his mid-sixties and close to retirement. He'd always been nice to me, at least.

      "Mort—um, Marcia wants to see you in her office. Now." I caught myself before using her nickname. Parker might be cool, but you never knew who might overhear and report back.

      He sighed heavily, his shoulders sagging. "Shit. Alright."

      Without another word, we rode the elevator back up to the fifth floor in uncomfortable silence. I could feel the tension radiating off Parker, could hear his labored breathing. When the doors opened, Morticia was standing in front of her office with her arms crossed over her chest, like she'd been counting the seconds we'd taken.

      "Wish me luck," Parker mumbled to me under his breath, then slowly trudged toward our boss like a man walking to the gallows.

      The moment her office door slammed shut with a sharp crack, my cubicle neighbor Betsy immediately wheeled her chair over to mine, her face pale.

      "Rumor has it Morticia's laying people off," she whispered urgently, leaning in close. Her eyes were huge behind her glasses, and I noticed her fingers twisting her wedding band around and around nervously.

      "I'm sure you have nothing to worry about, Betsy. She's always liked you." I whispered back, trying to sound reassuring. It was a total lie—our boss hated everyone equally and showed no favoritism to anyone.

      "My husband's social security isn't enough to cover our bills. If I get laid off, I honestly don't know what we'll do." Her voice cracked slightly, and I felt a pang of sympathy for her. Betsy was in her early sixties, probably hoping to hang on just a few more years until she could retire with full benefits.

      Before I could respond, Morticia's office door suddenly flew open and Parker came storming out, his face flushed red with anger. Halfway across the room, he spun around dramatically and shot her a middle finger, holding it high in the air. But it was too late for Morticia to see his defiance—she'd already slammed the door shut.

      "Fucking bitch!" he bit off loudly, not caring who heard him now. Then he practically ran for the elevators, jabbing the down button repeatedly.

      "Holy shit," Betsy muttered, her hand flying to her mouth. A cold bolt of anxiety shot through my chest. What if I was next on Morticia's chopping block?

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and glanced at the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bring home a bottle of wine!

      

      

      

      

      

      It was a text from my roommate and best friend, Sue. I was about to reply when Morticia's door opened again and Charlie from marketing walked out, tears streaming down his cheeks. He didn't make eye contact with anyone, just rushed toward the elevators with his shoulders hunched.

      This was the fourth employee this afternoon who'd apparently gotten the axe. The mood in the office had gone from tense to downright funeral, everyone speaking in hushed whispers and jumping at every sound.

      Part of me would love to quit this soul-sucking job. Morticia was demanding as hell, micromanaging every little thing and never offering a word of praise. More than once she'd ordered me to come in on my scheduled days off, and you couldn't say no because we all felt disposable. I'd never been able to go to college since I didn't have family or money to fall back on—I'd aged out of foster care at eighteen with nothing but a high school diploma and a backpack full of clothes. Being a customer service rep was the best job I could get without a degree.

      My real dream, the one I barely let myself think about most days, was to finish the novel I'd been working on for the past year and somehow become a full-time author. It was a gay romance, the kind of book I'd always wished I could have read when I was a lonely teenager. I prayed it would be good enough to break me out of this endless cycle of shitty jobs and difficult bosses.

      The only person I'd told about my writing was Sue. She'd been the one to encourage me to actually start, because she understood what it was like to have big dreams and limited options. Her degree was in sculpture from a fancy art school, and there weren't exactly a ton of opportunities in that field. Even worse, she had obscene student loans to pay off—like, mortgage-level debt—so she waited tables at an upscale restaurant downtown. The tips weren't bad, but she had zero benefits and zero job security. We were both stuck in that precarious space where one emergency could destroy everything.

      "Blake."

      I jumped in my seat and looked up to see Morticia looming over my cubicle, her dark eyes boring into me.

      "Find Brenda Fowler in accounting and tell her I need to see her in my office. Immediately." She huffed in annoyance. "Nobody is answering their phones or emails today. It's completely unprofessional." She spun on her heel and stalked back to her office, her heels clicking sharply against the floor. The door slammed with enough force to rattle the windows.

      "They aren't picking up because they're scared shitless, you heartless bitch," I muttered under my breath, then pushed out of my chair and hurried off to find Morticia's next victim. My stomach churned as I walked. How many more people would she fire today? And when would my turn come?

      It was almost Thanksgiving, which normally would have me excited. This year Sue and I were planning a big feast for all our friends—potluck style since neither of us could afford to foot the entire bill. Her parents were back in Seattle, and she couldn't afford to give up the lucrative holiday shifts at the restaurant, so she was staying put in Richmond. Since I didn't have any family of my own—hadn't since I was a kid—our group of friends had become my chosen family. I knew Sue would rather fly home to visit her parents, but selfishly, I was glad she was staying in town. Thanksgiving without her would have been depressing as hell.

      Not that we'd see much of each other over the next few weeks anyway. Most of my coworkers took vacation time around the holidays, which meant I'd probably be asked to cover extra shifts and work through both Thanksgiving and Christmas. And Sue would be working double shifts at the restaurant—tips were excellent this time of year, and she needed every penny for those loan payments.

      My phone buzzed again in my desk drawer. After making sure Morticia's door was still shut, I snuck a peek at the screen.

      
        
          
            
              
        Horrible day—bring home TWO bottles of wine

      

      

      

      

      

      Before I could respond, my computer monitor beeped with an incoming message. I clicked over to see a curt note from the boss: Come to my office now.

      "Fuck me," I whispered, my heart sinking into my stomach. This was it. I was about to get fired right before the holidays, with rent due in a week and barely anything in my savings account. I grabbed my phone with shaking hands and typed out a reply to Sue.

      
        
          
            
              
        Bringing home a box

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          Eddie

        

      

    

    
      "Where do you live?" Twyla asked as we waited by the luggage carousel, watching the same battered suitcases circle past like depressed fish in an aquarium.

      "Fan District. Floyd Avenue."

      "Oh, cool! I'm staying with my folks in Northside. Want to share an Uber?"

      Normally I was a loner, but something about Twyla made me want to extend our time together. "Sure."

      The moment we stepped outside, I regretted every life choice that had brought me back to Virginia.

      "Oh my God, it's freezing." Twyla's teeth were already chattering. "This is why I moved to Mexico. I hate the cold."

      Our Uber was already circling, a Toyota driven by an older guy in a vintage Clash t-shirt. The car reeked of weed so strongly I worried I'd test positive just from breathing.

      "So what do you do for work?" Twyla asked once we were on the highway. The brown grass and skeletal trees sparkled like they'd been dipped in glass. I hated the cold, but damn if the ice wasn't beautiful.

      "You're the psychic. Shouldn't you already know?"

      She elbowed me hard. "Don't be impertinent."

      I laughed. "I'm a personal trainer. I also run a small gym over on Robinson Street—basically a two-man operation. Me and a part-timer who handles the front desk. Think Crossfit but less cultish." I'd opened it a year ago, and it was barely keeping the lights on.

      "You definitely look the type." She squeezed my bicep, and for a split second I wondered if she was hitting on me. I must have made a face because she burst out laughing.

      "Oh honey, your expression! Don't worry, you're not my type. I'm into women, and if my intuition's correct—which it always is—you're into guys, right?"

      I nodded, feeling slightly unnerved. Whether psychic stuff was real or not, this woman's gaydar was disturbingly accurate. Thankfully, we were pulling up to my building.

      "Look me up on social media. I'm on Facebook and Instagram—Twyla Willows. Maybe we can grab a drink while I'm in town."

      "That'd be great. And thanks for the card reading thing."

      "Hey." She grabbed my hand before I could get out. "You might go through some strange stuff soon, but remember—much better things are coming."
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        * * *

      

      After the Uber dropped me off, the security guard buzzed me through the gate. My roommate owned a condo in a converted building called The Warsaw, and it was aggressively pretentious. There was no way I could ever afford to live somewhere this nice on my own. When I first moved in, I'd wondered why he wanted me there. Then I discovered his actual profession, and everything made sense—my presence gave him a veneer of respectability for the HOA.

      My roommate Diesel was a prostitute.

      Having me as his roommate gave him cover, or so he claimed. And if he'd never told me what he did, I'd never have guessed. His clients were forbidden in the condo, and he always wore expensive suits to meet them, looking like some corporate executive. Diesel was his professional name—his real name was Eugene, which somehow made the whole thing funnier.

      When I opened the door, Diesel was sprawled on the burgundy leather couch in boxers and a t-shirt, watching some talk show. The heat was cranked up high enough to grow orchids, and after the brutal cold outside, it felt suffocating.

      "Welcome home!" He scooted over and patted the cushion. "Tell me everything. Did you meet your family?"

      More than anything, I wanted to crawl into bed and hide under the covers for three days. But I figured getting the interrogation over with was the better play.

      "Give me a minute." I hauled my luggage to my bedroom, then returned to find two steaming mugs of coffee on the table. I grabbed one and collapsed next to him.

      "Yes, I met them. My birth mother's family. They were very nice." I sipped the coffee. "Problem was, I don't speak Spanish and they don't speak English. Google Translate isn't great for bonding with blood relatives you just met. Turns out my mother was the wild child of the family. The most important thing I learned was that after she gave me up, she died in a car crash in Texas."

      "Damn. That must've sucked to hear."

      What I wanted to say was that I felt nothing. How do you mourn someone who gave you away, someone you never knew? But that would sound cold.

      "Yeah. It was uncomfortable, especially with her family right there. I felt so disconnected the entire time." I leaned back and closed my eyes. The whole point of the trip was to bond with them, to know what having a real family felt like. Instead, I just felt emptier.

      "Dude, get some rest. I've got an appointment at the spa." Diesel stood and stretched.

      "Getting your hair done?"

      "No. I'm getting my asshole bleached." He grinned like the Cheshire Cat.

      My butt cheeks clenched involuntarily. "Jesus. That's actually a thing?"

      "In my business, it pays to keep everything bright and tight."
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        * * *

      

      Diesel was great in small doses. The moment the door closed behind him, I headed to my room for a nap. When I went to close the curtains, I noticed a thin glaze of ice coating the window.

      "Shit. Maybe I should learn Spanish and move to Mexico." I muttered, then flopped onto my bed and stared at the ceiling. When I'd left Guadalajara, it was seventy-eight degrees. Here it was freezing.

      "You know, maybe the Garzas would feel more like family if I actually stayed there. It must've been just as weird for them." I sighed, feeling untethered. Like I didn't belong anywhere or to anyone. For years I'd treasured my independence, but now it just felt lonely.

      My phone rang, startling me. Nobody ever called. I eyed it suspiciously—Thom, my landlord at the gym.

      "Hello?"

      "Hey, I hate to hit you with bad news right before the holidays, but you need to get down to the gym. Now." I heard ice tinkling in a glass. Thom owned the building my gym was in and ran a bar next door.

      "What's going on?" I suppressed a yawn.

      "The pipes froze last night. Why didn't you leave the water dripping?" Irritation crept into his voice.

      "Shit." My stomach dropped. "Thom, I told you I was in Mexico for a week, and my assistant's on vacation. You promised to keep an eye on things."

      "Damn it." Glass shattered in the background. "You're right. Hold on."

      For a long minute I listened to him curse creatively.

      "You still there?"

      "Unfortunately, yes. How bad is the damage?"

      "My insurance will cover it." He sighed. "But there's no way it'll be fixed before the holidays. I'm sending you pictures. But you need to see it in person."

      "Fuck." I swung my feet to the floor. "I just got back from the airport. Let me shower and I'll drive over."

      The pictures brought actual tears to my eyes. Water everywhere. The hardwood floors in reception were definitely destroyed. My business was tiny—mostly clients I trained personally, plus a few regulars who worked out independently. I'd lose them for sure. Nobody wanted to go weeks without a gym. I closed the photos and looked at my calendar, packed with appointments for the next few months.

      "Well, looks like December just opened up." I sighed. "Thank God I've got some savings."

      A few minutes later, I struggled with my truck door. It was coated in ice, the lock frozen solid. When I finally got it open and turned the key, all I heard was an impotent clicking sound.

      "Oh hell.”

      I tried again. More clicking.

      “Oh no, please God, don’t tell me my truck is fucked up too.” I muttered, my stomach churning. Finally, I laid my forehead on the steering wheel, defeated.

      “What the hell am I going to do now?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          Blake

        

      

    

    
      "Do you have a bigger box?" I asked the clerk at Carytown Wine and Cheese. All I could find were these pathetic three-liter wine boxes. Today called for something that would take up an entire refrigerator shelf.

      "Sorry, no." The older woman behind the counter had the look of someone who'd taught Sunday school for forty years and kept a mental ledger of everyone's sins. Her reading glasses hung from a beaded chain, and her mouth was pursed like she'd been sucking on lemons.

      I tossed four boxes into my cart.

      "Having a party?" She raised an eyebrow.

      "No. I got fired an hour ago."

      She stared at me for a long moment. "Well, don't overdo it, dear."

      I rolled my eyes and pushed the cart toward checkout, the wheels squeaking obnoxiously against the linoleum. What I was doing was financially irresponsible—my bank balance was barely scraping three figures and I had exactly zero job prospects—but after the day I'd had, I deserved to drown my sorrows in cheap boxed wine like the recently unemployed millennial I was.

      I'd been fired before and collected unemployment. Those three months had been honestly glorious, like a government-funded vacation where I could sleep until noon and binge-watch whatever I wanted. But Morticia had royally screwed me this time. When I'd walked into her office, she'd been waiting with a laptop already queued up with security footage. There I was in grainy black-and-white, clear as day, reading a paperback at my desk. Another clip showed me typing away on what was obviously not work-related material—my novel, which I'd been sneaking in during slow periods for months.

      She'd called it "cleaning house" and "getting rid of rule breakers," her red lipstick making her look like a vampire who'd just fed. When I'd pointed out my perfect attendance record and my consistently excellent customer satisfaction scores, she'd just pointed one black-painted fingernail toward the door and told me to clean out my desk.

      No unemployment benefits for me. I was well and truly fucked.
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        * * *

      

      "Thank God you bought white." Sue pulled the boxes from the plastic bags, examining them like they were fine vintages instead of the cheapest swill the store carried. "I hate the red ones—they give me headaches. Every customer I had today was rude as hell, and nobody was tipping either. Oh, this might be tacky, but I absolutely cannot wait for this to chill." She grabbed a juice glass from the cabinet—the kind with cartoon characters on it that we'd gotten free from a gas station—and handed it to me, then retrieved one for herself.

      "Ah, the fine china." I winked at her. Sue flipped her blonde hair back dramatically and opened the freezer, popping several ice cubes into her glass with theatrical flair.

      "Me too, please." I held out my glass. "Let's be tacky together. It's cheap wine anyway—not like we're desecrating a Bordeaux."

      "So what happened to you today?" She followed me out of our tiny kitchen to the living room, which was barely large enough for our rescued plaid couch and a coffee table we'd found on the curb. I dropped onto the cushions—one of which had a suspicious stain—and drained half my glass in one go. 

      "I got fired."

      "What?" Sue's voice went up an octave. "Right before the holidays? That's fucking cruel, even for Morticia."

      She sat beside me, tucking one leg under her. "At least you'll get unemployment though, right?"

      "That's where you're wrong." I took another long swallow. "My boss showed me security camera footage of me reading at my desk. Also of me working on my novel during slow periods. I'm not getting unemployment. I'm completely fucked, and not in the warm and friendly way." I sighed and felt my shoulders slump. "Honestly, I'm terrified about what happens next."

      "What do you mean?"

      "Bad things always come in threes. Always. I'm just sitting here waiting for the third shoe to drop." I leaned back against the couch and closed my eyes, feeling the wine starting to work its magic.

      "Sweetie, I'm sure you'll find something. It's just horrible timing with the holidays." Sue patted my leg sympathetically. "Though the only jobs out there right now are temporary ones—like working retail at the mall or whatever."

      "Yeah, minimum wage hell. There's no way I can live on that, plus I won't have any time to actually hunt for a real job." A tear slid down my cheek before I could stop it, hot and humiliating. I swiped it away quickly and cleared my throat. "We need to eat something or this wine's going to absolutely destroy us. Like, we'll be crying on the bathroom floor by eight o'clock."

      "I brought home my shift meal from the restaurant, but there's meat in it." Sue shrugged apologetically. "We could pick it out?"

      "No." I sighed, regretting my commitment to vegetarianism. "Let's walk down to Gerald's. They close in like thirty minutes and they'll have discounted pastries." The bakery was three blocks away on Main Street, and whatever they hadn't sold during the day got marked down fifty percent during the last hour. "When we get back, I'll call Carl and see if he can come over. You can see if Mark's free too." Carl was the guy I'd been seeing for the past few weeks—nothing serious, just fun. Mark was Sue's current romantic situation.

      "Cool! Let's make a party out of it." Sue stood and held her hand out to pull me up. "Whatever happens, let's not let tonight be a total downer. Instead, let's think of this as a new beginning. You hated that job anyway."
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