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For every feisty,
outspoken woman who’s been called the shrew,
who the world’s tried to tame.


And for those who’ve seen and loved those women
for who they really are:


big hearts, brave voices,
believers in a world that can be better.
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And where two raging fires meet together,
they do consume the thing that feeds their fury.


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,
The Taming of the Shrew
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Dear Reader,


This story features characters with human realities who I believe deserve to be seen more prominently in romance through positive, authentic representation. As a neurodivergent person with often invisible chronic conditions, I am passionate about writing feel-good romances affirming my belief that every one of us is worthy and capable of happily-ever-after, if that’s what our heart desires.


Specifically, this story explores the realities of being neurodivergent (ADHD) and living with a chronic condition (migraines). No two people’s experience of any condition or diagnosis will be the same, but through my own lived experience as well as the insight of authenticity readers, I have endeavored to create characters who honor the nuances of their identities. Please be aware that this story also touches on the topic of parental loss in the past and its impact on one’s life in the present.


If any of these are sensitive topics for you, I hope you feel comforted in knowing that only affirming, compassionate relationships—with oneself and others—are championed in this narrative.


XO,
Chloe
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· ONE ·



Kate


My life has come to this: all my worldly possessions shoved into one trusty, albeit three-wheeled and wobbly, suitcase; seven dollars and fifty-nine cents in my bank account; and zero idea of what comes next.


This is what I get for heeding my monthly horoscope.


As the stars align, your path shifts. Change creates new chances. Old wounds offer wisdom. Your future awaits. The question is: Are you brave enough to embrace it?


That damn horoscope.


Starfished on my sister Juliet’s bed, I stare at my reflection in the nearby standing mirror and ask it, “What were you thinking?”


My reflection arches an eyebrow as if to say, You’re asking me?


Groaning, I paw around the mattress until I find my dinged-up but still operational phone, then swipe it open to turn on music. It’s too quiet in here and my thoughts are too loud.


Moments later, a song from my aptly named playlist, GET UR SHIT 2GETHER, fills the room. But it doesn’t help—not even the most high-octane feminist anthem can change the fact that I am so prone to act first, think later, so easily goaded by a challenge, that one minor family crisis coinciding with a taunting horoscope, and look where I’ve landed myself.


Home, where I haven’t been in nearly two years, or stayed for longer than a week at a time since I graduated from college. Specifically, in my older sister Juliet’s room while she flies over the Atlantic, headed for a stay in the quaint Highlands cottage I’d been renting. A cottage, I quickly realized after breaking my shoulder and having to pass on my usual photojournalism gigs, that I couldn’t afford (neither budgeting nor saving has ever been my forte).


Since I had a rental cottage I couldn’t pay for, and my sister Juliet needed a change of scenery, swapping places was a no-brainer at the time. Now, lying in my sisters’ apartment, left alone to contemplate my choices, I’m not so sure.


As if she knows my thoughts are spiraling, my phone lights up with a text from Beatrice, my other older sister and Juliet’s twin. I can feel her happiness in a few simple sentences, and a wave of calm crests through me, a reassuring reminder—I made the right decision in coming home. Not only did it enable Jules’s much-needed escape, but it freed Bea to reunite with her boyfriend.


BEEBEE: Hey, KitKat. I’m really sry for dashing off so soon after you got here. I know you get why I needed to talk to Jamie right away, but I’ll come back tonight & we can spend time together, OK?


I bite my lip, thinking through how to respond. Neither Bea nor Jules knows how much I know about the predicament they were in or the solution made possible by my return. That’s because my sisters don’t know Mom spilled the tea on our monthly phone check-in and told me everything I’d missed:


Juliet and her fiancé had matchmade Bea and Jamie, the fiancé’s childhood friend. The fiancé turned out to be a toxic piece of trash, and Jules ended their relationship. Even though Jamie also cut out the piece of trash, Bea brought their relationship to a halt because she knew Jamie would be a painful reminder for Jules of the man who’d hurt her. Until Jules was in a better emotional place, Bea felt that, even though it crushed her, they had to stay apart.


As I listened to my mother explain what a pickle my siblings had gotten themselves into, her voice’s speed and pitch escalating in tandem with her worry, I realized for once I wanted to come home. The people I loved were hurting, and for once, I actually felt like I could help them, even if only in this small way.


Sure, my method required a few . . . untruths. But they were worth it. Small lies of omission. Harmless, really.


Harmless, huh? Just like that horoscope? My reflection gives me a skeptical glance.


I flip it off, then refocus on my phone, typing a response to Bea.


KITKAT: If you dare show your face tonight here, BeeBee, I will spin you right around & send you back where you came from.


BEEBEE: I just don’t want you to be alone your first night home. [image: Illustration]


A sigh leaves me, even as a twinge of affection pinches my chest. Older sisters.


KITKAT: Newsflash, I like being alone. I get to eat all the food Mom stuck in the fridge & dance around naked to Joan Jett.


BEEBEE: Newsflash, you’d do that with me around, anyway.


I snort a laugh and roll off the bed, wandering out of Juliet’s room into the hallway.


KITKAT: I’ll be fine. Seriously.


BEEBEE: You’re sure?


KITKAT: Yes! I promise.


BEEBEE: You could always go to Mom & Dad’s for some company?


I scowl at my phone, picturing the man who lives next door to my childhood home, who’s been a source of misery for as long as I can remember.


I will not be going to my parents’ and risk bumping into Christopher Petruchio—long-standing nemesis, bane of my existence, asshole of epic magnitude—because the universe is a jerk and, whenever possible, I always have the misfortune of bumping into Christopher.


KITKAT: I’m good. Now get off the phone & go bang your boyfriend’s lights out.


BEEBEE: Done & doner.


BEEBEE: OH! I forgot. Cornelius needs his dinner. Would you mind feeding him? His meal is in a container in the minifridge, labeled for today.


I peer into Bea’s bedroom and spy her pet hedgehog waddling around his elaborate screened-in living structure. A smile tugs at my mouth as he perks up and his little nose wiggles, sniffing the air. I’m an animal lover, and while I’ve never looked after a hedgehog, I’m not worried about being able to handle it.


KITKAT: No problem.


BEEBEE: Thank you so much!!


KITKAT: You’re welcome. Now STOP TEXTING & GET BANGING.


BEEBEE: FINE! IF I MUST!


I shove my phone into my back pocket and slump against the hallway, scrubbing my face. I’m jet-lagged, my system heavy with exhaustion yet humming with energy. I can’t stand when I’m tired yet hyped, but such is life. Just because my body’s wiped doesn’t mean my brain gets the memo.


Moaning pathetically, I traipse through the living room, then flop onto the sofa just as my phone buzzes again. I reach inside my pocket and yank it out.


BEEBEE: Wait, just one more thing!


BEEBEE: In case you change your mind, a reminder that the Friendsgiving party I told you about is 4–8. There’ll be PUMPKIN PIE.


I roll my eyes as I swipe open the screen, then type my response. Yes, my weakness is pumpkin pie. But my hatred of Christopher, who will be there, is much stronger.


KITKAT: Not a chance in hell, BeeBee. But nice try.


__________


Okay, so maybe my dependence on pumpkin pie is a smidge stronger than I care to admit.


Not so strong that I’ve decided to swing by the Friendsgiving party and risk seeing Christopher. Instead, there’s Nanette’s, a kick-ass bakery that I’m headed to, located a handful of blocks from the apartment. After some slight (read: thirty minutes of) social media scrolling, I discovered Nanette’s was having a flash sale this evening on pumpkin pies, buy one, get one half off.


I might have seven dollars and fifty-nine cents in my bank account, but I do have a credit card for extenuating circumstances that I am prepared to use. Thankfully, I don’t have to—I found an envelope on the kitchen counter with my name on it in Mom’s loopy cursive and five twenty-dollar bills inside it. Not even the prick to my pride, that my mother had both inferred and fussed over my rocky financial status, could stop me from snatching up two twenties and powering out the door.


Clearly, the universe intends me to have some pumpkin pie, after all.


Strolling down the sidewalk toward my destination, I bask in a bracing November wind that whisks dried autumn leaves along the concrete in tumbling, percussive swirls. My WALK IT OFF playlist blasts in my headphones and I feel a swell of joy. Fresh air. Two whole pumpkin pies, all to myself. No Friendsgiving required. No having to face—


Slam.


I collide with someone just as I round the corner of the block, my forehead knocking into what feels like a concrete ledge but is more likely the other person’s jaw, followed by their hard sternum jamming my sore shoulder. I hiss in pain as I stumble back.


A hand wraps around my other arm to steady me, and its warmth seeps through my jacket. I glance up, assessing if I’m under threat, but we’re caught in a shadowy patch of the sidewalk, late-evening darkness swallowing up our features.


Before I can panic, the strength of their grip eases as if they’ve sensed I stopped wobbling. As if whoever this is understands something about me that I don’t feel anyone ever has: that while I am fiercely independent, sometimes I want nothing more than a caring hand to catch me when I falter and just as freely let me go when I’m steady again.


The rumble of a voice dances across my skin, making every hair on my body stand on end. I yank off my headphones so I can hear them clearly.


“. . . so sorry,” is what I catch.


Two words. That’s all it takes. Even if they’re two words I’ve never heard him say before, they’re all I need to recognize a voice that I know as well as my own.


Fiery anger blazes through me. Not because my shoulder’s throbbing, though it is. Not because my head feels like a bell that’s been rung, though it does. But because the person I’ve been trying to outrun is the very person I just ran into:


Christopher Petruchio.


“What the hell, Christopher?” I wrench my arm out of his grip, stepping back and stumbling into the reach of the streetlamp’s glow.


“Kate?” His eyes widen, wind whipping his dark hair, sending his scent my way, a scent I’d give anything to forget. Some criminally expensive cologne evoking the woodsy warmth of a fireside nap, the spiced smoke of just-blown-out candles. Resentment twists my stomach.


Every time I see him, it’s a fresh, terrible kick to the gut. All the details that have blurred, carved once again into vivid reality. The striking planes of his face—strong nose, chiseled jaw, sharp cheekbones, that mouth that’s genetically designed to make knees weak.


Not mine, of course. And strictly objectively speaking, merely from a professional standpoint. As a photographer, I spend a lot of time analyzing photogenic faces, and Christopher’s is unfortunately the epitome. Slightly asymmetrical, the roughness of his severe features smoothed by thick-lashed amber eyes, the lazy sensuality of that dark hair always falling into his face.


God, just looking at him makes my blood boil. “What are you doing here?” I snap.


He rubs a hand along the side of his face, eyes narrowed. “Thank you for asking, Katerina. My jaw is fine, despite your hard head—”


“What a relief,” I say with false cheer, cutting him off. I’m too tired and sore to spar with him. “Though if you’d simply been where you’re supposed to be, we wouldn’t have had this collision in the first place.”


He arches an eyebrow. “Where I’m ‘supposed to be’?”


A flush creeps up my cheeks. I hate my telltale flush. “The Friendsgiving thing.”


Christopher’s mouth tips with a smirk that makes my flush darken. “Been keeping tabs on me, have you?”


“Solely to avoid the displeasure of your foul company.”


“And there she is.” He checks his watch. “Took all of twenty seconds for the Kat to find her claws.”


A growl rolls out of me. Hugging my sore arm to my side, I start to walk past him, because he has this infuriating ability to get under my skin with a few well-placed words and that aggravating tilt of his damn eyebrow. If I stay here, I might actually turn as feral as he’s always accused me of being.


But then his hand wraps around my good arm at the elbow, stopping me. I glare at him, hating that I have to look up in order to meet his eyes. I’m tall, but Christopher’s towering, his body broad and powerful, his arms thicker than I can get two hands around.


Not that I’ve thought about that. No, if I’ve thought about wrapping my hands around anything, it’s been that neck of his, giving it a good hard squeeze—


“What happened to you?” he says.


I blink, yanked out of my thoughts by the sharp tone in his question. Feeling defiant, I lift my chin and dare him to look away first.


He doesn’t.


My breathing turns unsteady as I realize how close our faces have become. Christopher stares down at me. His breathing sounds a little unsteady, too. “Lots happened while I was gone,” I finally manage between clenched teeth. “Sort of unavoidable when you step outside your tiny world. Explore new places. Encounter obstacles.”


Such as a bit of rocky Scottish landscape that led to a now-mostly-healed broken shoulder two months ago.


Not that I admit that to him.


Still, his jaw twitches. My dig’s landed where I wanted.


For all his sophistication and success, a corporate capitalist’s wet dream, Christopher has never left the city. Without stepping so much as a toe outside his kingdom, he’s simply crooked his finger and success has come to him. His world is contained and controlled, and he knows I judge him for it. Just as he judges me for how carefree—and in his eyes, reckless—I am, for how quickly I walked away from my hometown and family the moment I graduated.


After losing his parents as a teen, he doesn’t have a family of his own, besides his grandmother, who acted as guardian until he was eighteen and has since passed. My family is his, and he’s protective of them, which is fine, but he doesn’t see my perspective. He doesn’t understand that I feel like an outsider in my own family, that I know I’m loved, but I don’t often feel loved the way I need to. He doesn’t get how much easier it is for me to feel close to those I love from a distance.


Finally he glances down, once again frowning at the arm I hold against my side. My shoulder’s healed—despite what I told my family—but it’s still tender enough that ramming into the brick wall of Christopher’s chest has it throbbing.


A notch forms in his brow as he examines how I’m clutching it.


“You do realize,” he says, his voice low and rough, “that you don’t actually have nine lives to burn through.”


Before I can answer with some stinging reply, his thumb slips along the inside of my arm, making my breath hitch. My voice dies in my throat.


Releasing me abruptly, he steps back. “I’ll walk you home.”


My mouth drops open. The audacity!


“Thanks for the daily dose of patriarchal manhandling, but I don’t need an escort home. And I’m headed there”—I point toward Nanette’s over his shoulder—“to pick up buy one, get one half off pumpkin pies. I did not suffer a head-on collision with you only to be turned around by your high-handed nonsense and sent home without them.”


His jaw’s twitching again. “Fine. Get your pies. I’ll wait.”


“Christopher.” I stomp my foot. “I’m twenty-seven. I don’t need to be babysat.”


“Trust me, I’m relieved we’ve outgrown that. You were a holy terror to keep an eye on.”


“Oh, har-har.” There’s six years between us, but for how condescendingly superior he’s always acted, you’d think it was sixteen.


Brushing by him, I storm into Nanette’s. The friendliness of the folks behind the counter, the tantalizing scents of pumpkin and vanilla, chocolate and buttercream, that wrap around me as I wait for my pies to be packed up, take the edge off my irritation, but not for long. When I walk back outside, clutching both pie boxes, he’s still there.


Plucking the pies from my hands, Christopher nods his chin toward my sisters’—now also my—apartment. “After you.”


I try to snatch the pies from him, but he lifts them out of reach.


I glare up at him. “I can walk six blocks to the apartment alone, thank you very much.”


“Congratulations. So could the woman who was mugged right here the other night.”


“That’s terrible,” I say sincerely. “But I know how to handle—”


“You have one fully functioning arm,” he argues. “How would you defend yourself?”


Totally beyond rationality, I swing my arm and wave it around, hating myself as pain pulses in my shoulder socket. I definitely bruised it when I ran into him, if not something worse. “I’m fine, okay? I’m fine.”


Or I was, until I crashed into Christopher. I told my family the truth, just not the whole truth: I did break my shoulder back in Scotland while working on a long-form piece about adaptation to climate change in the Highlands—it just happened two months ago.


I had to pass on jobs while it healed, then I had to face the weight of my relief and the resulting guilt that I’d been enjoying a reprieve from witnessing and capturing the bleak realities of political instability, global warming, human rights violations, the endless atrocities that were near to my heart just as much as they wore on it.


My finances dwindled, and when it came time to try to pick up work again, I couldn’t seem to catch a break. So when Mom told me Jules and Bea’s predicament, I had the perfect solution for all of us. I offered to swap places with Jules for a while, conveniently neglected to say when I busted my shoulder, only that I had, and made sure to wear the sling when I showed up this morning.


Yes, it’s dishonest, and no, I don’t like deceiving my family. But I knew without a legitimate injury as an explanation for my uncharacteristic return home, Jules wouldn’t take me up on my offer, Mom might get her hopes up that I was home for good, and then where would we be?


Christopher stares at me, eyes narrowed. Suspicious.


Dammit, I had to bump into him while not wearing the sling, and I just flailed my arm around to show him I’m fine. Now I have to figure out how to keep him quiet about that when everyone else in the family thinks my shoulder’s freshly busted.


I’m so tired, so annoyed, so sore, I can’t think straight. This conundrum is for Future Kate to solve. Present Kate needs a hot shower, a cozy bed, and a pumpkin pie eaten straight out of the baking tin.


Catching him off guard, I wrench the pies out of Christopher’s hands. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I have a walk as well as a couple pies to enjoy by myself.”


Breezing by him, I round the corner and stomp the remaining five long blocks leading to the apartment. I don’t once look back, but I feel his eyes on me the whole way.


As the foyer door of the building drops shut behind me, I scowl down at the pastry boxes in my hands. “You had better be the best damn pumpkin pies of my life.” Wrenching open the inside door, I traipse up the stairs, anger a white-hot inferno burning through me. “Nothing less would make what I just suffered worth it.”










· TWO ·



Christopher


Thunder rumbles as the sky darkens to an ominous steely gray. Dashing across the lawn to the Wilmots’, I scowl up at the clouds. Thanks to the rapidly changing barometric pressure and the habit my brain has of viewing my rare days off as great times for a migraine, I’m staving one off only by the grace of a strong abortive medication that I downed the second I felt pain sink its claws into my temples and scrape down my skull.


Up until thirty minutes ago, I wasn’t sure if the meds would work in time—whether I was spending Thanksgiving buried under the blankets with the curtains drawn, or next door with the Wilmots.


Though, with Kate being home, I’m not sure attending Thanksgiving is going to be any less painful than a migraine.


Taking their porch stairs two at a time, I grit my teeth and mentally prepare myself.


I spend all the holidays with the Wilmots, but I’m not used to sharing them with Kate. The Wilmots’ youngest daughter, the always-traveling globe-trotter, she’s so rarely home, I can’t remember the last holiday she spent here since she graduated from college. Which has been a mercy, because since I’ve known her—and that would be since she was placed as a newborn in my six-year-old arms, then promptly blew out her diaper and drenched my clothes in shit—she’s been a menace to my existence. A sentiment that came naturally when we were kids and that I clung to when we became adults.


Kate despises me, which I’ve told myself I welcome. Despising means distance. And distance means safety. If you’d watched the people who were your world slip into a car and never come back, if one small choice meant their death and your life irrevocably altered, you’d value safety, too.


As I step up to the front door of the Wilmots’, I catch my reflection in its window glass and grimace.


I look as rough as I did an hour ago in the bathroom mirror. It’s not just the narrowly avoided migraine that’s to blame—I slept like shit last night. I never sleep well, but last night was unsurprisingly worse, after running into Kate.


Angling my face up and to the side, I examine my reflection, the purple-green bruise that’s bloomed on my jaw where Kate’s hard head knocked into it. I debated shaving the dark stubble that hides it well. If I didn’t shave, there would be no questions, no concern that I covet as much as I recoil from.


But if I did shave and the bruise was evident, Maureen—Kate, Jules, and Bea’s mom, a mother to me, too—would not only see it and fuss over me, but also demand an explanation.


And then I’d just have to tell her Kate was wandering the city at night, all alone, with her headphones on, like a stubborn sitting duck, when she plowed right into me.


Obviously, I decided to shave.


Gripping the handle, I ease open the front door. Like it or not, I have to face Kate again. At least this time I won’t be caught off guard.


“Boo!”


“Goddammit.” I spin, heart pounding, and face Kate. Glaring at her, I start to shut the door, but the wind takes over, dragging it out of my grip before it closes with an echoing thud.


Kate stands with Puck, the ancient family cat, propped on one shoulder, stroking his long white fur like a conniving villainess. Mahogany hair piled messily on her head, like always. Devious, sparkling blue-gray eyes flecked with sage. She bats her lashes innocently. “Oops.”


“Oops, my ass.” I hike the bag containing my food and wine contributions higher on my shoulder. “Like that was any less intentional than any of your other jump scares.”


“Poor Christopher. Did I scare you?”


My jaw clenches so hard it creaks. “You didn’t scare me.”


Too much.


Suddenly, she steps closer. I take a step back. Keeping distance between us is second nature.


Kate frowns. “Would you stop? I just need to say something and then we can part miserable ways.”


“Say it already, then.” My jaw clenches again. I can’t take being close to her, seeing the freckles dusting her nose, the fiery flash in her eyes. My gaze drags down her face, disobeying my commands, taking stock of her. The long line of her neck. The stretch of her collarbones—


That’s when I realize her right arm is tucked in a sling.


The same arm she was holding tight to her side last night.


I frown, an unwelcome sensation tugging at my chest. We bumped into each other pretty roughly last night—I have the bruised jaw to prove it—but it shouldn’t have been bad enough to put her shoulder in a sling. I could tell she was hurting from our collision, but she swung her arm around, showed me it was fine . . .


Then again, I know the games she can play. I came prepared with my bruised jaw. Kate’s got her sling. Maybe she’s not hurt but instead planning on faking it in front of her mom, casting me as the bad guy.


Then again, if she did that, she has to know I’d tell her mom how we ran into each other—Kate wandering the city, unaware and in her own little world with her headphones blocking off any sound, any warning of danger coming. Maureen would lose it.


So, I can only deduce she’s actually hurt.


Not that I care.


If I cared about Kate and the risks she takes, pinballing her way around the world—traipsing along cliffs’ edges while her thoughts are a thousand miles away, making friends with strangers who could be serial killers for all she knows, sleeping alone and unprotected in hostels, losing her wallet, forgetting to eat, dropping her phone so many times it’s deplorably cracked and unreliable—I’d lose my goddamn mind.


So I don’t care. I refuse to. It’s that simple.


“Christopher.”


I blink. I haven’t heard a word she’s said. Instead, I’ve been staring at that damn sling pinning her right arm to her body, my thoughts spiraling. My chest feels painfully tight. “Say that again.”


“Try actually listening this time,” she snaps. Stepping closer, she glances both ways, looking to see if anyone’s coming. Voices waft from the kitchen in the back of the house, where Thanksgiving meal prep is in full swing. “I wasn’t exactly honest last night,” she says. “I did mess up my shoulder.”


“When you ran into me.”


“You ran into me, jackass. But no, before that.”


I search her eyes. There’s something else going on. “Then why wasn’t it in a sling last night?”


Shifting on her feet, she sighs impatiently. “It’s complicated.”


I arch an eyebrow. “Indulge me. I think I can handle a ‘complicated’ explanation.”


“I don’t owe you an explanation, complicated or otherwise, Petruchio.”


“You do if you don’t want your parents to know you were wandering the city alone last night with your noise-canceling headphones on and no sling in sight.”


She glares up at me. “Are you blackmailing me, you motherfu—”


“Who’s there?” Maureen says from the kitchen. It’s louder, closer when she calls, “Christopher?”


I smile serenely down at Kate. “You were saying?”


“Fine,” she hisses, frantically glancing toward the doorway her mother will walk through at any moment. “I tripped and broke my shoulder a couple months ago. It’s healed, just sore still, okay? Now, keep your mouth shut about last night.”


Our eyes hold. I fold my arms across my chest. “I’ll keep quiet, but it’s going to cost you more than an explanation.”


She looks like she wants to strangle me.


Shit, I’m smiling. There’s something wrong with me.


“What do you want?” she says between gritted teeth.


I stare at her arm, pinned against her body, and try to ignore my twisting insides.


I want to know exactly what she was doing and how endangered she was when she broke her shoulder. But I shouldn’t. Because that’s not how we work. I don’t think about Kate when she’s gone. I don’t worry or care, and I sure as shit don’t need to know how she hurt her shoulder.


Forcing a wide, lazy smile, I tell her, “I’ll collect my due when it suits me.”


“Great.” Sarcasm drips from her voice. “Extortion. Can’t wait.”


“Happy Thanksgiving!” Maureen says, strolling into the foyer and wrapping me in a lavender- scented hug. Those blue- gray- green eyes that she gave her daughters sparkle as she offers me a distracted smile, her attention drawn toward the kitchen, where an oven timer has started beeping. “What were you doing, dawdling in the hallway like a guest?” she asks.


“I was cornered by the Kat.” I jerk my head toward Kate, who glares at me viciously.


Maureen glances between us and puts her hands on her hips. “Is it too much to ask you two to get along for once?”


“Yes,” Kate grumbles, spinning on her heel and storming past us toward the kitchen.


“Well.” Maureen sighs wearily as we follow in her daughter’s wake. “I suppose the holidays are all about tradition.”


“Christopher doesn’t need a holiday tradition to be an asshole,” Kate calls over her shoulder. “He’s an asshole every day of the year.”


“And you’d know because you’ve been around so much?” I ask dryly.


Without looking back, Kate flips me a middle finger high in the air.


“Katerina!” Maureen chides. “You’ve just volunteered for after-dinner dish duty.”


Kate has to have whiplash from how violently she glances back. “Mom! I have a busted shoulder.”


“And one hand healthy enough to be profane in my hallway, so it’s surely healthy enough to clean some plates.”


Kate glares daggers at me as I throw her a smug smile.


“And you,” Maureen says sternly as Kate stomps off into the kitchen.


My smile dissolves. “Me?”


“You’ve got enough energy to provoke Kate. You’ll have plenty to handle being on dish duty, too.”


I gape as she leaves me standing at the threshold.


__________


“You’re a true gentleman, West.”


Bea’s boyfriend—West as everyone but Bea calls him—stands beside me at the sink while we tackle dinner dishes. He gives me an it’s nothing wave of his hand. “I’m happy to help clean up. And I meant it when I said you can call me Jamie. I’d actually prefer it.”


I peer his way, noticing how much more relaxed and happier he seems since I first met him earlier in the fall, when we struck up a fast, easy friendship. “You’re sure?”


He throws me a wry glance. “I’m sure.”


The tight-lipped man, with his starched shirts and serious demeanor, who introduced himself as West just a few months ago is nowhere to be seen. Now he’s Jamie Westenberg—casually rolled-up sleeves and loose-limbed contentment as we share dish duty at the double sink.


His mouth crooks at the corner as he dries a just-rinsed saucepan and notices me inspecting him. “What is it?”


“You just seem . . . good. You seem happy.”


The crook at the corner of his mouth becomes a full-on smile. “I am. Very glad for a holiday spent with people who actually feel like family rather than my family, which most certainly does not. That’s what got me thinking about what name I use, what made me say it over dessert—I don’t want to use West anymore. It’s a name that I got at boarding school, and I’ve used it like . . . armor, to keep people at a distance. I don’t want that armor anymore.”


“We all need our armor. There’s nothing wrong with needing distance.”


“From people who aren’t worthy of our closeness,” he concedes. “Boundaries are one of my favorite things, trust me. But I don’t want this boundary with the people I care about. That’s why I want to be Jamie, not just with Bea, but with all the people who matter to me. You’re one of them.”


“Well, I’m honored, Wes—I mean, Jamie.” After a beat, I give him a look, wiggling my eyebrows. “Have we just taken our bromance to a whole new level?”


He laughs. “Damn right, we have. It was written in the stars, Bea says. Not that I put much stock in astrology or the zodiac, but I’ll admit the more Bea foists it on me, the more compelling some of it is.”


“I’m not very knowledgeable about it. What’s the gist?”


“Well,” he says, “take the two of us. I’m a Capricorn. You’re a Taurus. Those born under those signs have a number of diverging traits but also fundamental compatibilities—both are Earth signs who align along core values such as dependability, stability, and pragmatism.”


I chuckle. “I can already hear rebel-child Bea explaining all of this to you and saying that, in short, we’re a snoozefest.”


Jamie chuckles, too. “We are, in her words, ‘inclined to be protective, practical—albeit deeply lovable—stick-in-the- muds.’”


“Well, someone has to have it together and keep things in order.”


He nods. “Couldn’t agree more. Which is why you’re stuck with me and this astrologically ordained bromance. I’m in it for the long haul.”


“Makes two of us.” With no extended family living remotely close to me and my antipathy for romantic entanglements, friendships are the only kind of long-term relationship I have or allow myself. I value them deeply.


Refocusing on the dishes we’re surrounded by, I pick up the pan that the turkey was roasted in and plunge it into the soapy water. “Thanks again for helping out here,” I tell him. “You really didn’t have to.”


“I don’t mind helping. Though, judging by how tense things seemed during dinner, I have a hunch you’re thanking me less for the dish-duty assistance and more for the fact that my insistence on taking Kate’s place means she’s out there while you’re in here.”


I stare down at the greasy, crusted baking pan and focus on scrubbing the hell out of it. “She’s got an arm in a sling. She wouldn’t be much help.”


“Mm-hmm.” He sets down the saucepan he was drying and picks up the next rinsed pot from his side of the double sink.


I peer his way and catch him grinning. “What?”


“You’re really scrubbing that pan, Christopher.”


“It’s greasy!”


His grin deepens. “Mm-hmm.”


“Stop saying ‘mm-hmm.’”


“Step away from the pan, my friend.” He plucks it out of my grip, rinsing it on his side of the sink. “You’re going to take the finish right off.”


Sighing heavily, I pick up a serving platter too big for the dishwasher and force myself to think only about scrubbing that. But my mind disobeys me, returning once again to dinner.


Seated next to Kate at the table, her long legs bouncing steadily beside mine.


When she reached across me for the bread basket and I breathed in her soft scent—a garden after a long, warm rain.


The moment Maureen asked about my bruised jaw and Kate’s bony knee knocked mine, then stayed there, as if she was stunned that I’d kept my word—instead of telling on her, I said I’d been sparring.


To be fair, it was sparring when I ran into Kate. Sparring is all we do.


From outside, Kate yells, “Three-pointer!” drawing our gaze to the driveway, where she and Bea are playing one-on-one basketball.


“Bullshit!” Bea yells back. “You landed over the line!” A sports car roars down the road, drowning out whatever she says next.


I tell myself to look away as Kate bends over in hysterics, the only hand she has available braced on one knee as she laughs so hard, a wheezing sound leaves her lungs. Bea throws back her head and cackles.


“Work still stressful?” Jamie asks, taking another saucepan from his side of the double sink and towel drying it.


I tear my gaze away and scrub the platter more. “It always is this time of year.”


Jamie stares at me, assessing. “But it’s a little more so than in the past, I imagine.”


“Yes,” I admit. “Nothing I can’t manage, though.”


I’ve been managing it for a month already, when my not-large-to-begin-with investment firm lost two team members in the same day—Jean-Claude, whom I fired, and Juliet, his former fiancée, who was reeling from everything that led to him being fired and to her breaking up with him. She’s been on leave for a month, taking the time she needs, which I’ve firmly supported.


I don’t say any of this out loud, because Jamie’s former friend and roommate, my former employee, Jean-Claude, is a delicate subject. Even though they’re unspoken, Jamie’s thoughts still follow mine.


He stares down at the pan in his hand, somber quiet settling between us.


There’s no getting around the fact that Juliet’s been gone from work for a month and she’s an ocean away from us now because of Jean-Claude’s emotional abuse. His possessive, irrational jealousy of my familial relationship to her led to a fistfight with me during my regular meeting with Jules, whom I retained as a PR consultant.


Jean-Claude’s out of all our lives for good. Now that some time has passed, and Jules is on her self-care getaway, it’s my hope that the echoes of his damage will finally stop lingering.


My hope seems reasonable, given Friendsgiving last night felt upbeat, albeit with a teary group photo that we texted to Jules, saying we missed her. Even tonight the Wilmot family managed a video with Jules post-dinner that put a smile on everyone’s faces. Bea and Kate seem happy outside after talking with her. Maureen and Bill are still content to sit on the front porch with the laptop between them, sipping their coffee as they chat more with Jules.


“It’s been a stressful season,” I tell him. We both know I’m not just talking about work. “But we’ll get through it. I’m confident.”


Jamie nods, a small furrow in his brow. After a beat, he peers up at me, an examining intensity in his gaze. “And after you wrap up this busy year, how do you plan to recharge over the holidays?”


I shrug. “I don’t have the time.”


“Have or won’t take?” he asks pointedly.


“I give my team the week leading up to Christmas through the week after New Year, but I don’t take it myself. Busy year-end or not, I don’t personally have much use for the holidays.”


He frowns my way. “No use for the holidays? What kind of blasphemous nonsense is that?”


I groan. “Jamie. Don’t tell me you’re a holiday fanatic.”


“Not a fanatic. But I do love a quiet stroll in the snow, singing Christmas carols around the piano, a glass of eggnog in front of the newly decorated tree, though not the homemade variety made with egg whites—no amount of deliciousness is worth the risk of salmonella.” He pauses, then says carefully, “Why aren’t the holidays of much use to you? Is it . . . because of your parents? I’m sure that it’s hard, that you miss them especially then.”


I peer down at the soapy water, mulling over how much I want to share. “I do miss them especially then, yes, and that’s certainly part of what makes the holidays less appealing to me now. But mostly it’s the aura of self-imposed stress that saturates everything during this time of year. People seem to lose perspective when it comes to all they do have, with this pressure to be and do even more. I want to grab them by the shoulders and shake them and say, ‘At least you have money to buy presents, to put food on your table and heat your homes and clothe your kids for the cold weather. At least you have loved ones to be stressed about buying presents for. At least they’re here.’”


Tipping his head, Jamie says, “Perhaps I’m projecting my despicably entitled father who embodies all of that, but does it happen at work, managing wealth? Do you deal with people who have so much yet who’ve lost sight of that?”


I shake my head. “Not at all. That’s the beauty of how we work. Most hedge funds don’t care about how they make their money and their clients don’t either, but we care and our clients do, too. The entire point of how we manage and invest money is to pursue perspective, to recognize wealth’s privilege and allocate it into reparative, revitalizing, equitable initiatives, companies, and organizations.”


“Ethical investments,” he summarizes.


“Exactly.”


A fresh burst of Kate and Bea’s laughter draws our focus again. Kate scoops up the ball at her feet and dribbles toward the hoop, Bea guarding her sister while careful of her right arm in its sling.


Kate flashes a feisty smile that I can’t seem to tear my gaze away from. Between dribbles of the ball, she pokes Bea in the armpit, making Bea shriek and stumble away. Taking advantage of her sister’s defenses being down, she shoots a layup.


“Dirty move,” I mutter.


Jamie huffs a laugh. “She is playing one-handed. I think she’s allowed to get a little creative.”


“Since when are you on Team Kate?”


He grins, eyes locked on Bea as he dries the pan. “Since Kate came home and put that smile on my girlfriend’s face.”


Bea dribbles toward the basket while Kate does some ridiculous defending that looks more like trippy dance moves. When Bea starts laughing so hard she can’t even dribble, Kate swats the ball away, then runs toward the hoop, making another layup.


As she turns, arm raised in triumph, our eyes meet. Her glare could peel paint off the walls.


“How did you end up faring last night, with the migraine?” Jamie asks.


I blink, glancing his way. “Sorry?”


Jamie taps his temple. “Your migraine that was coming on last night.”


“Oh. Uh. It wasn’t the worst I’ve had.”


I’m still kicking myself for confiding in Jamie that I get migraines in the first place, let alone that I had one last night. But when I was about to leave early from Friendsgiving last night, just as he and Bea showed up for pumpkin pie and a nightcap, looking like they’d enjoyed a thoroughly satisfying reunion, he seemed so disappointed that I was leaving. The truth just . . . came out. I told him I felt a migraine coming on, and I asked for him to keep it between us.


“How long have you had chronic migraines?” he asks.


“Easy now, the bromance isn’t that developed.”


He clears his throat. “Sorry, I get in doctor mode when I’m concerned about the people who matter to me. It’s a bad habit.”


“You don’t need to be sorry,” I tell him, meaning it. “I appreciate you caring, I’m just not used to talking about them with other people.”


“Well,” he says, “I respect that. But I’m here if you need to vent or if you ever need anything. I promise not to medicalize you or tell you that while lowered stress and more rest, especially around hectic times of the year like the holidays, won’t cure your chronic condition, it doesn’t mean it’s a bad idea to take time off and practice self- care.”


“Ah, but then who would take my place as local Scrooge, amassing his wealth while everyone else decks the halls?”


He gives me a dry look and sighs.


“Poor Jamie,” Kate says. The door bangs shut as she marches in, Bea behind her. Cheeks pink, the scent of cool autumn air lingering around her. “He’s badgering you into his capitalist schemes, isn’t he? Typical Christopher.”


I roll my eyes as she strides purposefully toward the leftovers. “Typical Kate. Misses most of what’s happened, then shows up and acts like she’s got it all figured out.”


Kate glares at me, ripping off the lid to a container with her name scribbled on it in Sharpie.


“Wow,” Bea says brightly, clearly trying to move past our tiff. “You two crushed the dishes. Thank you, Christopher.” Her voice warms as she wraps her arms around Jamie’s torso. “And thank you, Jamie.”


Leaning in, he brushes back the hairs stuck to her cheeks. “No trouble at all.”


I glance away from the lovefest and redirect my attention to the sudsy water as I fish around for lingering silverware.


“Shit,” I mutter, dragging my hand out of the water. I stabbed my thumb on a knife. Inspecting it, I’m relieved to see I’m barely bleeding.


“Mess up your manicure?” Kate says.


I give her an incinerating glare, but she’s oblivious or ignoring me, eyes down as she stabs a fork into her food. “And if I did? It’s sexist to imply that a man getting a manicure is fodder for humor.”


“I implied nothing,” she says airily. “I asked a question.”


Our eyes meet. I telepathically call bullshit. Kate beams a silent middle finger my way.


I stand at the sink, white-knuckling its edge, while Kate leans one hip against the counter and glares death at me. Raw, electric aggravation crackles in the air between us.


Why, when I can control everything else in my life, can’t I control this?


As if looking at Kate hard enough will answer my question, I stare at her, hating that I notice every tiny auburn tendril kissing the nape of her neck. My gaze dips to her clothes, the ripped-up jean overalls she’s wearing, the gray long-sleeve shirt that’s so gossamer light I can see her skin through it.


I spend enough time around wealth to know her wardrobe isn’t the purposefully distressed style rich folks drop three, even four figures on. Her clothes are old, sun-bleached, and threadbare. I wonder if she’s struggled to find work or keep it, if that’s why she looks like this—beaten-up clothes draping on her beanpole- thin frame. If she’s home because she’s financially strained.


My chest tightens sharply.


Her eyes narrow, still holding mine. “Stop staring at me.”


“I’m not staring at you,” I lie, rinsing my smarting thumb under cold water. “I’m trying not to gag at the sight of you eating tofurkey and gravy made with vegetable broth.”


“Yes, well, at least I can rest easy knowing an animal wasn’t slaughtered for me to consume on a holiday commemorating mass genocide of indigenous peoples.” She throws me a fake-as-hell smile. “Not that you’d understand, Christopher, but some of us like to sleep with a clear conscience at night.”


My jaw clenches. I slap off the water I’ve been running over my cut, then wrap my thumb in a paper towel. “Of course. Because I’m so morally bankrupt.”


She glares at me and stabs another piece of tofurkey. “I’m not sure what else you call someone who makes a living off of widening the wealth gap in this fucked-up country, but—”


“If you remotely understood what I did, Katerina, you’d comprehend that I’m trying to leverage wealth in this country to close that gap, to direct capital into initiatives and organizations dedicated to counteracting social inequities—”


“Ah, right!” She tosses her fork into the now-empty container on the counter. “How could I forget? ‘Ethical investing.’” Her air quotes are made a little less impactful since she only has one hand at her disposal, but it still pisses me off. “That’s what you pretend it is.”


The door from the dining room swings open as Bill and Maureen enter the kitchen, Bill’s laptop tucked under his arm from their video call with Jules, two small coffee cups in Maureen’s hands. I’m too livid to acknowledge them.


“Pretend?” I ask Kate. “You have no idea what you’re talking about, but then again, how would you? You ran off the moment you could and haven’t once looked back. You don’t know about my life. You don’t know about any of our lives. Because guess what happens when you leave, Kate?” I step closer to her, my voice tight and furious. “You miss things. Like your dad’s retirement party. The launch of your mom’s after-school gardening program. Bea’s last art show before she stopped painting. Jules’s awards ceremony for being one of the city’s most promising thirty under thirty.”


“And you just live to lord that over me, don’t you?” she growls, stepping into my space. “Perfect Christopher. Knows-everything Christopher. Christopher who’s always there because terrible Kate isn’t.”


“I didn’t say—”


“You didn’t have to,” she snaps. “It’s implied in everything that comes out of your judgmental mouth. I’m not good enough. I’m doing things wrong. I’m a fuckup. But guess what, Petruchio? You don’t get to make me feel like shit about who I am or the life I live.” She lifts her chin, her voice louder as she points toward her family and says, “They know I love them. They know I care. I call. I email. I send care packages. I’m here when I’m needed.”


“You were always needed!”


“I’m here now, okay? I’m fucking here!”


“Finally!” I step closer, so close our bodies brush, jolting us both. “It’s about goddamn time.”


My breath is fast and ragged as heat pulses through my veins. Kate stares up at me, wide-eyed and flushed. I realize that she’s ended up pressed back into the counter, that my hands are planted there on either side of her, bracketing her in. I tell them to let go. I tell my body to move away.


But I’m rooted here, resenting Kate for her unique ability to get under my skin and drive me up the fucking wall, loathing myself for not being able to stop myself from responding to her, no matter how hard I try.


And now I’m staring at her mouth, soft, parted; at her throat, working in a swallow. Kate’s eyes are on my mouth, too, her breathing harsh. And then her hand settles over my chest, right beside my pounding heart. Air rushes out of me.


Her hand curls into the fabric. With surprising strength, she shoves me back.


“As much of a pleasure as this has been,” she says, her voice pinched, her cheeks pink with anger, “I think it’s time for me to do what Christopher says I do best.”


Without another word, she storms out of the kitchen toward the front of the house, by the sounds of it, struggling with her coat and her bag, thanks to her one-handed state.


When the door slams behind her, it’s so hard, the windows rattle.










· THREE ·



Kate


I’m a damn good photographer, but my truly elite skill is avoidance. I’ve passed the last thirty-six hours in a blur of movie marathons and social media rabbit holes to distract myself from thinking about how badly Christopher’s and my familiar antagonistic cycle spun out of control.


We have our ritual. I poke Christopher. He snaps back. Christopher provokes me. I hiss and flex my claws. Wash. Rinse. Repeat.


But this was more.


I’ve never felt him watching me like he did in the kitchen, like his gaze could burn through my clothes, straight down to my skin. I’ve never sunk my hand into his shirt and felt air rush out of him, as if I had the power to make him do that. I’ve never seen him cage me in, fire burning in that amber gaze.


You were always needed.


A shiver slips down my spine as I remember Christopher saying that. I scrunch my eyes shut against the memory of him, close and intense and . . . so . . . infuriating, then take a gulp of my coffee.


Which is scalding hot.


“Fucking hell.”


“Good morning to you, too, KitKat!” The door shuts behind Bea as she marches into the apartment, cheeks pink from the brisk autumn air, her hair up in a dark ballerina bun swirled with the bleached blond that colors its ends.


She plops beside me on the sofa. I hold away my mug as the coffee inside it swells and dips, nearly sloshing over the edge.


“Sorry about that,” she says, setting on the coffee table a paper bag that smells knee-weakening wonderful. “I come bearing doughnuts.”


I stare at the bag as guilt curdles in my stomach. Since coming home, I’ve managed to show up unannounced at my sisters’ apartment for an extended stay with no money to put toward rent (yet); I’ve had a throw-down fight with Christopher that took a giant crap on the Thanksgiving festivities in front of her and her new boyfriend; and from the moment I stormed out of Mom and Dad’s house and rode the train back into the city, I’ve been avoiding my sister entirely.


In other words, I’ve been a shit sibling. And what’s Bea done? Brought me doughnuts.


Sighing, I meet her eyes. “Thanks for this, BeeBee.”


“You’re welcome.” She smiles. Then she digs into the paper bag and pulls out the only thing that outstrips my love of pumpkin pie.


“So many doughnuts,” I whisper, peering in.


“Boston cream. Cake with sprinkles. Maple glaze with facon bits—”


“Hell, yes.” I wrench a maple and facon bits doughnut from the bag and promptly take a hearty bite that bursts with the perfect balance of salty-sweet. “So good.”


Settling back into the sofa, Bea bites into her cake doughnut. After another bite, then swallow, she glances my way. “So. You doing okay? You disappeared on Thanksgiving and haven’t surfaced since.”


“I’m sorry for being scarce, BeeBee. I needed some time to cool off. And I’m sorry for what happened on Thanksgiving.”


She stares down at her doughnut and picks off a sprinkle. “It’s no big deal.”


“It is.” I set down my doughnut and take her hand, my thumb tracing the edge of her beautiful tattoo sleeve, where a leafy vine curls along her wrist. “It’s been hard for you and Jamie, and I didn’t make it any easier on Thanksgiving. I lost my cool and made things uncomfortable.”


Which isn’t unheard of for me. I’m aware that I seem to feel things more intensely than most, and I know I have a short fuse, but awareness and knowing don’t always translate into preventing a behavior, something I’m grateful Bea understands.


Like me, Bea’s neurodivergent, though she’s autistic while I have ADHD. And while she doesn’t quite have the temper I do, she gets how hard it is to regulate your responses when you’re over- or understimulated, when your thoughts are splitting in a hundred directions, and your skin’s buzzing, and your brain feels like a Technicolor disco ball. My medication helps with this—it makes my thoughts flow better, allows me to complete multistep tasks that I’d otherwise struggle to stay focused on long enough to see through. Medication for me feels like I spend less time frustrated, spinning my tires, feeling like life happens to me rather than being something I actively choose.


But the great irony is that my naturally routine-disinclined, deeply curious, easily redirected brain needs to follow a routine in order to keep track of my medication regimen. On top of that, keeping track of my medication, which is already challenging for me, gets even more challenging with how irregular my work is, when I happen to be on a job somewhere that interrupts my routine and I miss a dose, or we relocate quickly, and I lose track of where my meds even are.


“KitKat,” Bea says gently. “Where’d you go?”


I shake my head. “Sorry. I’m here.”


Bea turns her hand so our palms meet and gives me a firm squeeze. “I didn’t bring up Thanksgiving to make you feel bad. I brought it up because I wanted to check in with you. Are you okay?”


I pull my hand away. “I’m fine.”


“You sure? Because what Christopher said really seemed to get to you. And I want you to know he doesn’t speak for us. None of us think of your being gone in terms of what you’ve missed.”


Of course they don’t. This is the crux of my family. My older sisters are twinny close. My parents are deeply in love. Then there’s me, the fifth wheel. They adore me. I know this. But I don’t have that connection with them like they have with each other.


I used to feel sad about it when I was younger, when finding people who could vibe with my busy body and brain and never-ending curiosity and always-changing interests was hard and I felt lonely a lot. But now I’ve found my own way, a life full of new experiences and adventures, fast friends whom I’m content to part ways with and lose touch with even faster. I’m frequently alone, but I’m not lonely anymore.


At least, not often.


And yet what Christopher said struck a nerve, reminding me how deeply I’ve felt left out. The things I’ve missed. Now Bea’s just confirmed how little that’s mattered to them.


“KitKat?”


I blink, forcing a smile my sister’s way. “I’m fine. Promise.”


Bea’s eyes narrow. “No, you’re not. And if Jules were here, she’d get it out of you.”


“If Jules were here, she’d side with Christopher.”


“She would not!”


I arch an eyebrow. “She works with him. She voluntarily socializes with him. She’s always sticking up for him.”


“Often, but not always. She doesn’t agree with everything he does. They have their disagreements, especially since he hired her to PR consult for his firm.”


“That firm,” I mutter darkly, shoving the rest of the maple glaze and facon bits doughnut into my mouth. “It’s probably a front.”


“A front?”


“An ‘ethical investment firm’?” I snort. “Talk about an oxymoron.”


Bea literally bites her lip, keeping quiet.


“What?” I ask her. “You haven’t considered that it’s like the perfect cover for something sinister? Money laundering! Embezzlement! Offshore banking!”


“Of course,” Bea says dryly as she takes another bite of her sprinkle doughnut. “Why didn’t I think of that? Christopher’s got mafioso written all over him.”


“He is Italian.”


She rolls her eyes. “So that’s all it takes: Italian heritage, proximity to wealth—boom, he’s Don Corleone.”


“You witness as much twisted shit as I have on the job, BeeBee, and see if you blame me for being suspicious.”


“But it’s Christopher.”


“Precisely!” I tell her.


She sighs. “I know he wasn’t on his best behavior the other night, and I’ll admit that when you two are together, generally, he’s no saint, but is it so impossible to believe he’s capable of things like generosity and goodness?”


“Yes!”


She sighs wearily. “I don’t think this is just your work talking. I think you’ve turned into a cynic.”


I gape, offended. “I have not. I’m a realist. I always have been.”


“Mm-hmm.” Bea bites into her doughnut. “Okay.”


“Am I perhaps slightly jaded, given what my work makes me see? Yeah. But I’m not a cynic.”


“It’s your blessing and burden as an Aquarius, KitKat—you see all the world’s possibilities and all the ways it’s failing, too.”


A groan leaves me. “I deeply resent the zodiac for making me this transparent.”


“That, sweet sis, is just another example of how you are a textbook Aquarius. And I love you for it.”


Bea sets her hand on my thigh and pats it softly in a steady rhythm, a stim she hasn’t done in a long time. I feel a nostalgic pinch in my heart that she’s slipped into something she used to do often when we were kids—touch in a way Jules never found comfortable to receive for extended periods of time. Jules was the hard-hug giver. I was the one Bea tap-tap-tapped on, because it made my sensory- seeking body happy.


“I just . . .” She sighs, still steadily tap-tapping. “I just wish you saw the good parts of Christopher.”


“I’m sorry, his what parts?”


She draws her hand away and dives into the parchment bag for another doughnut. “I’m not saying it right. I meant, I wish he showed you his good parts.”


“I want to see none of Christopher’s parts, thank you very much.”


Bea frowns thoughtfully. “That’s fair. It’s like when you come around, he’s his worst self.”


The world does a record scratch. I stare at her, surprised. “You’ve noticed that?”


“Of course I have. I’ve also noticed that you are your worst self with him, too.” She slouches on the sofa, doughnut in hand. “What I don’t understand is why you two make each other so miserable.”


“It started with him! He made me miserable first,” I blurt, instantly kicking myself for my honesty as I watch Bea’s eyes widen.


My family has never seen Christopher for who he is—someone who’s always made me feel like an annoying outsider when I already struggled to find my place in our dynamic. My parents and sisters perceive his behavior as big-brotherly concern, good-natured teasing. Often, it feels like they haven’t perceived it at all, how every chance he has, he arches that disapproving eyebrow and says just the thing to piss me off or make me feel like shit.


Bea slips her hand over mine. “What do you mean?”


“Never mind.” I desperately want to slap a bandage over the yawning, vulnerable hole that my confession’s blasted in my chest, and move on.


“Not so fast.” Bea yanks the doughnut bag away and slides down the length of the sofa, out of reach. “No talkie, no doughnut . . . ie.”


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Contents



		Chapter 1: “Beatnik Trip,” Gin Wigmore



		Chapter 2: “Atomized,” Andrew Bird



		Chapter 3: “no friends,” mazie



		Chapter 4: “Doin’ Time,” Sublime



		Chapter 5: “Lonely,” Mean Lady



		Chapter 6: “La Cumparsita,” Sabicas



		Chapter 7: “Beautiful Dreamer,” Sara Watkins



		Chapter 8: “Mess Around,” Cage The Elephant



		Chapter 9: “Wishful Drinking,” Tessa Violet



		Chapter 10: “Hallucinogenics,” Matt Maeson, Lana Del Rey



		Chapter 11: “Paper Bag,” Fiona Apple



		Chapter 12: “Medicine,” Radio Fluke



		Chapter 13: “This Is Love,” The Hunts



		Chapter 14: “The Next Time Around,” Little Joy



		Chapter 15: “Between My Teeth,” Orla Gartland



		Chapter 16: “Punchin’ Bag—Unpeeled,” Cage The Elephant



		Chapter 17: “Guilt,” Mountain Man



		Chapter 18: “Howlin’ for You,” The Black Keys



		Chapter 19: “Move Me,” Sara Watkins



		Chapter 20: “Work Song,” Hozier



		Chapter 21: “My Repair (Ghost Mix),” The Noises 10, Brandi Carlile



		Chapter 22: “Simple Song,” The Shins



		Chapter 23: “White Flag,” JOSEPH



		Chapter 24: “Electric Love,” BØRNS



		Chapter 25: “I Like (the idea of) You,” Tessa Violet



		Chapter 26: “Painting Roses,” Dresses



		Chapter 27: “Mantras,” Ellen Winter



		Chapter 28: “Feeling Good,” Muse



		Chapter 29: “Hurricane,” Bandits on the Run



		Chapter 30: “Katie Queen of Tennessee,” The Apache Relay



		Chapter 31: “Baby Blue,” Martina Topley-Bird



		Chapter 32: “I Want You In My Dreams,” Edith Whiskers



		Chapter 33: “Summertime Sadness,” Vitamin String Quartet



		Chapter 34: “Cracking Codes,” Andrew Bird



		Chapter 35: “Honest,” JOSEPH



		Chapter 36: “Freshly Laundered Linen,” Boom Forest, Phox



		Chapter 37: “Things We Never Say,” Bad Bad Hats



		Chapter 38: “You and I,” Johnnyswim



		Chapter 39: “You and I,” Ingrid Michaelson



		Acknowledgments













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start















		i



		ii



		iii



		iv



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328



		329



		330



		331



		332



		333



		334



		335



		336



		337



		338



		339



		340



		341



		342



		343



		344



		345



		346



		347



		348



		349



		350



		351



		352



		353



		354



		355



		356



		357



		358



		359



		360



		361



		362



		363



		364



		365



		366



		367



		368



		369



		370



		371



		372



		373



		374



		375



		376



		377



		378



		379



		380



		381



		382



		383



		384



		385



		386



		387











OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SR
Beller Hate

than /Véye/'

RSB

CHLOE LIESE

PPPPPPP





OEBPS/images/face.png





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/common.jpg





OEBPS/images/tiktok.png





OEBPS/images/insta.png





OEBPS/images/twitt.png





OEBPS/images/common1.jpg





OEBPS/images/shad.png





