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         One crisis at a time. How many times had Elizabeth Wu’s stepdad Ned told her that back when she was in high school?

         He’d always said it so calmly, too. She hadn’t understood how he could take everything in stride like that—be it a lost reservation at their family’s inn or her failing chemistry again or that one time she and her best friend, Graham, maybe kind of accidentally got arrested.

         Long story.

         Ten years on, she still struggled to remain on an even keel, no matter how hard she tried to channel her inner Ned.

         “Where is it?” she muttered, clicking through her inbox on the clunky old computer behind the front desk at the Sweetbriar Inn.

         “You tried, ‘Wherever you put it’?” her mother suggested, her tone dry as the Sahara. She had a thick Chinese accent and a tiny bit of a speech impediment—a lingering aftereffect of the stroke she’d had the previous year—but neither got in the way of her giving her youngest daughter a hard time. She was currently on the other side of the lobby, taking pictures of her cat for her legions of loyal social media followers. Because that was totally normal.

         Somehow, Elizabeth managed to contain her eye roll, but she couldn’t hold back the deadpan retort of “Why no, Mother, it never occurred to me. What on earth would I ever do without you?”

         Her mom mumbled something less than flattering in Mandarin. As the baby, raised mostly here in the sheltered small town of Blue Cedar Falls, North Carolina, Elizabeth wasn’t as fluent as either her mother or her older sisters, June and May, but she knew enough. She looked up from the computer screen with narrowed eyes.

         Her mother just waved her off. “Never mind. You clearly don’t need my help.”

         Right. A fact Elizabeth had demonstrated when she’d moved out at age eighteen. Her chest gave a little squeeze.

         A fact that both her mother and Ned had been reminding her of ever since.

         “What is it Elizabeth doesn’t need help with today?” Elizabeth’s oldest sister, June, breezed through the front door of the inn. A year ago, Elizabeth would have read all kinds of condescension into a comment like that.

         Then again, a year ago June wouldn’t have been breezing in, period, and she definitely wouldn’t have been breezing in with sex hair and a hickey on her neck, wearing the same clothes she’d headed off in the day before.

         Elizabeth had zero room to judge, of course. June was in a committed relationship with the owner and proprietor of the bar across the street, Clay Hawthorne—and even if she weren’t, good for her. Heaven knew Elizabeth had made more dramatic entrances after less well-considered nights.

         Momentarily pausing her scouring of her email, Elizabeth mentally switched tabs to a few of the other crises currently on the docket for the morning. “Actually, now that you’re home, there are a few things I could use help with.”

         “Can I quick take a shower first?”

         “Pretty sure you won’t want to. Toilet’s clogged in room”—she checked her chicken-scratch notes—“twelve.”

         June grimaced. “And you saved it for me?”

         “Don’t say I never gave you anything.” At June’s skeptical glare, Elizabeth held her hands up. “You’re the one who told me not to leave the desk unattended. Big wedding party showing up today, remember?”

         “Mom standing in the lobby counts as the desk being attended.”

         “Mrs. Leung and Ms. Smith on their way,” their mom interrupted, as if they needed any reminder about her brunch friends’ imminent arrival. “Besides, you know Sunny’s followers. Need new content every morning.”

         Neither of them could argue with that.

         Last year, the Sweetbriar Inn—not to mention the entire Wu-Miller family—had been stumbling along under the crushing weight of their mother’s medical debt after she’d been hospitalized for a stroke. Their mom had made a full recovery, and thanks to her cat’s generous fanbase, who had donated an enormous sum to an online fundraiser, the inn and the family had too. Nobody questioned all the feline photo sessions anymore. Even if they were super weird.

         And hey, if they got Elizabeth out of plumbing duty while Ned was off running the kitchen for the breakfast crowd, then all the better.

         “Fine, fine.” June retreated to the family apartment where she, their mom, and Ned still all technically lived, though she was hardly there these days, it seemed. She returned minutes later with her long black hair in a ponytail, plunger and snake in hand.

         Right on cue, an older couple wandered in. “Excuse me,” the woman asked. “We’re here checking in as part of the Callahan-Sharifi wedding? I hope we’re not too early.”

         Eyeing June’s handful of plumbing supplies, Elizabeth smiled. “Actually, I daresay you’re right on time.”

         With a good-natured sigh, June headed off toward room twelve. As Elizabeth was checking in the new arrivals, Mrs. Leung, Ms. Smith, and the rest of the middle-aged lady brunch crew trickled in, and her mom gave her a little wave as she led them and Sunny to the dining room.

         “Sure is busy here today,” the gentleman of the couple remarked.

         “You have no idea.” She passed them their keys. “You’ll be in room five—just around the corner and down the hall.”

         Morning shifts were often hectic at the inn, and they’d only been getting more so this past year. June had launched or re-launched a whole slew of festivals designed to bring tourists back to town. Her other sister, May, was a travel writer, and she’d chipped in, too, with a huge feature on Blue Cedar Falls in Passage magazine.

         Leaving Elizabeth the odd, non-contributing member out, as usual. But not for long.

         All she had to do was find that darned email. It had come in while she’d been teaching the other day. She’d filed it away to deal with later and then, in typical her fashion, completely forgotten about it until this morning when her mom had made some off-hand comment about having to swing by the town hall.

         With the coast mercifully clear for a minute, she went back to scouring her inbox. Desperate, she clicked on the folder full of stuff her students from the community center had sent her, and voilà! There it was.

         Confirmation from Mayor Horton’s office about her appointment for…

         Crap. Four days from now.

         That wasn’t good—both that she’d misfiled it so clumsily and that it was coming up so soon. Mentally, she bumped it up her list of crises.

         For the better part of a year now, Elizabeth had been working hard, trying to get serious about her career as an artist. Between staffing half a dozen shifts a week here at the inn, teaching art classes to kids and seniors at the community center, and leading paint and sips for everyone in between at Ella’s Wine Bar down the street, she’d been putting her real dream on the back burner for much too long.

         Things had gotten off to a rocky start—like that was anything new. She’d applied to dozens of artist’s residencies around the country, then sat there as the rejections flowed in. One night of way too much alcohol and a few months of soul-searching later, she made her peace with it. The savings she’d earmarked for the residencies had gone into renting a vacant in-law apartment on a friend’s property and converting it into a studio. She’d been on a roll, creatively speaking, ever since, but breaking into the professional art world was proving a tough nut to crack.

         She bristled, remembering the look on snooty Patty Boyd’s face the last time she’d visited her gallery with the latest pieces from her portfolio.

         Well, she’d show Patty—and everybody else, for that matter. If no one wanted to display Elizabeth’s work, she’d create her own venue.

         Better yet, she’d build off her sisters’ success. She’d make something this town could be proud of.

         The First Annual Blue Cedar Falls Clothesline Arts Festival would give her a showcase for her paintings, but it would also boost the entire local arts scene. She’d cast a wide net, calling for submissions from artists nationwide, but she’d put a spotlight on independent creatives living and working right here in the western Carolinas. It would be a great networking opportunity for everyone involved, not to mention another chance to pull in visitors to bolster local businesses like the inn. All she had to do was convince the mayor’s office to give her a tiny bit of funding and a permit to use Pine Hollow Park for the weekend, and she’d be off and running.

         Or at least that was what she told herself every time she tried to gather her thoughts for the speech she was going to give to the mayor.

         The truth of the matter was that she had her work cut out for her. She had four days to both nail down that speech and try to turn it into some sort of coherent presentation. She was also well aware that she didn’t have much experience organizing events. Or in any area, really. Her sisters’ good reputations would only get her so far.

         Fortunately, she had an ace in the hole.

         And she was off to see him—just as soon as she finished covering this shift, taught her watercolor class to the men and women of the Blue Cedar Falls Silver Club, ran a half dozen errands, and picked up a gallon of milk.

         One crisis at a time, indeed.

         Finally, at a quarter past five, she set the milk jug down on the floor of her certified pre-owned rust bucket of a twelve-year-old Prius. She was tired down to her bones, but a lightness buoyed her up, too, as she set her sights on home.

         She started the car and pointed it north, turning off Main Street and onto Magnolia Way, before finally arriving at the old Hemlock House.

         She shook her head as she pulled into one of the parking spots out back. With a name like that, it was no wonder the place hadn’t survived as a bed-and-breakfast—though according to Ned’s family lore, it had given the Sweetbriar Inn a run for its money back in the seventies. Main Street had won the battle for the soul of Blue Cedar Falls’ tourism eventually, and the big old building on the other end of town had been sold and turned into apartments. The current owners had tried to rename it, but Hemlock House had stuck. Elizabeth wouldn’t have had it any other way.

         Grabbing the milk, her purse, and the giant wheeled crate of supplies she hauled around to all her teaching jobs, she headed in. The lock on the front door of the building was as broken as ever, the log cabin facing half-overrun with vines—which probably wasn’t good for the place, structurally, but it sure was pretty. She strode down the faded carpet of the hallway toward door number three, and with every step, a little of the tension she’d been holding in her shoulders faded away.

         Only to dissolve completely the instant she walked in the door. She sucked in a deep breath. The place smelled like oil paint and lemon Pledge and lingering hints of the terrible curry her roommate, Graham, had tried to cook the night before.

         Parking her crate by the door and tossing her keys somewhere in the direction of the bowl where they were supposed to go, she glanced around. Graham’s shiny brown work shoes were lined up neatly on the rug. Smiling, she kicked off her own boots. “Honey, I’m home!”

         She headed past the big, comfy old couch they’d scored at the ReStore last fall, which looked extra snazzy with the new red, white, and black afghan she’d crocheted to go over the back of it. She deposited the milk in the fridge and took a second to rearrange the magnetic word poetry from the freaking Emerson quotation Graham had put there that morning into a Taylor Swift lyric, just to see his eye twitch later when he found it.

         Then her gaze caught on the calendar.

         Crap. Right. She pulled a marker out of the messy bun she’d put her hair in while she’d been teaching and scribbled, “Meeting with Mayor!!!” on the square for Tuesday—exactly like she should have the minute she got the confirmation from his secretary. She rolled her eyes at herself.

         Because the thing was that Graham wasn’t just her roommate. He also wasn’t just her dorky best friend from high school or her dorky best friend to this day.

         He ran the front office of the town hall, handling complaints from indignant citizens, spear-heading initiatives—whatever that meant—and reporting directly to Mayor Horton himself. Heck—chances were, he’d known about her meeting with the mayor before she had.

         Which was probably for the best. He wouldn’t be blindsided by what she was about to shout at him next.

         “When you’re done putting your khakis away, can I talk to you? I need your help with something.”

         Heavy footfalls from behind her had her turning, a smile spreading across her face. He was going to be so annoyed about this. He liked to leave work at work and keep home at home, but what could she do? She needed to rock this presentation to Mayor Horton.

         And Graham was her ace in the hole.

         “So, funny story,” she started, preparing to launch into her explanation about how she’d maybe sort of accidentally misfiled this email and possibly kind of forgotten to do any prep work for her presentation, and could he maybe help her look at it together over dinner tonight?

         But before she could get any further, she frowned.

         Because there Graham stood, looking like his usual post-work self, his khakis and muted button-down traded in for loose-fit jeans and a dark gray T-shirt with a logo for a band from the nineties. All ready for their usual Friday night routine of takeout on their couch, followed by a night out at the bar with their friends.

         But his honey-brown hair was mussed. The weird beard he’d started growing out of nowhere the week before masked his mouth in a way she was never going to get used to, no matter how it transformed his face—in a good way.

         While his eyes…

         She missed his glasses, which he’d recently stopped wearing as often, choosing contacts most days. But that wasn’t the heart of the issue. Instead of holding flickers of warmth in their umber depths, his eyes were blank.

         Stone.

         “Hey,” he said, quiet but firm. “We need to talk.”
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         This was it. No more putting it off.

         Graham Lewis stood there, a careful distance away, taking in every detail as Elizabeth’s smile slowly faded.

         Heaven help him, she was beautiful. Her long black hair hung to the middle of her back, the purple streaks he’d helped her dye in it gleaming in the sun. Her sleeveless black dress showed off the colorful bands of ink tattooed around her upper arms, while a purple-and-gold shawl she’d knitted hung around her long neck.

         He swallowed hard.

         He’d always thought she was beautiful, was the thing. That first day she arrived at Blue Cedar Falls Elementary, she’d looked like something out of a cartoon. Seven years old and dressed in rainbows, her hair braided into pigtails with sparkly ribbons at the ends, she was the brightest creature he’d ever seen. He didn’t have the words for it then, but as he’d gawked at her from the other side of the classroom, something inside of him had shifted.

         Twenty years on, nothing had changed about the way he saw her—even if everything else in their lives had. They’d journeyed from strangers to classmates to randomly assigned middle school science fair partners. Equally inept when it came to test tubes and data collection, they’d muddled through, only to come out the other side as friends. One season as members of the backstage tech crew for the high school musical, bonding over broken sets and finnicky stage lights and late-night milkshakes after rehearsals, and they’d somehow morphed into best friends—as improbable as that had seemed. He’d never been cool enough for her, but that was part of what made her cool. She honestly, sincerely didn’t care.

         They’d made it through her tumultuous senior year and a month of her secretly living in his parents’ tree house, through high school graduation and his four years away at college all the way in Charlotte.

         Through his half dozen perfectly pleasant but ultimately tepid relationships with women who at least saw him as an option.

         And through he didn’t even know how many romantic partners for her. They came in all stripes and flavors—mostly men, but a couple of women, too—from that stoner she met in detention to the captain of the girls’ volleyball team to some business mogul from New York who had spent a summer here a couple of years back.

         He and Elizabeth had been through everything together, it seemed, and it all had landed them here. Platonic best friends and roommates, sharing an apartment and living out of each other’s pockets, hanging out most every night, and it was great. He helped her balance her checking account, and she got him to hang out with people other than his work colleagues and his board gaming crew. It worked. Everything between them worked.

         Except that it didn’t.

         Which was what had led him here.

         Her throat bobbed, and she released her hand from the fridge to tuck a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

         “What’s up?” she asked, voice too bright.

         And he could lie. He could do the same thing he’d been doing for the past three months and pretend that nothing was going on.

         “Come on.” He nodded toward the living room. “Let’s sit.”

         “Dude. You’re freaking me out. Did someone die or something? Oh God, please tell me nobody died, or I’m going to feel like such a jerk for saying that.”

         A rough huff of a laugh escaped him as he took his spot on the recliner. “Nobody died.”

         “Phew.” She still wasn’t any more relaxed as she moved to perch on the edge of the couch. She usually sprawled out with abandon, comfortable here in their home, and he hated that things were changing already, but wasn’t that what he’d wanted?

         A change?

         Ever since Elizabeth started applying to residencies all over the country that spring, the inevitability of it all had struck him. She was going to move on from him. Maybe not today—but that was only because the art dealers of the world couldn’t see what was so obvious to him. She was extraordinary, and someday, somebody else would realize it.

         In the meantime, he’d been sitting here for years, quietly in love with her.

         He’d been happy with their friendship, of course. He’d never pushed for or expected anything more. But he’d allowed himself to build his life around her while she was making other plans. Their current situation—living out of each other’s pockets like this—it couldn’t last. It wouldn’t.

         It was time to move on. Literally.

         “Elizabeth.” His voice caught. “I think it’s time for me to move out.”

         His heart pounded against his ribs. He braced himself.

         But somehow, he wasn’t braced for her to laugh. “Oh, good grief, Graham, you had me so scared.”

         “I mean it.”

         “Sure, sure.” She stood up. “So what do you want for dinner? I was thinking Jade Garden?”

         He rose, too. “I bought a house, E.”

         That made her stop. She turned to him, confusion in her eyes. “Wait.”

         “I can’t wait anymore.” He shook his head.

         The thing was that he was a simple guy. All he’d ever wanted was a nice house in his hometown. A white picket fence, two point five kids. A wife who loved him and a decent job where he felt like he was doing some good.

         “You’re serious.” But disbelief still dripped from her tone.

         “I told you I was thinking about it.”

         She threw her hands up. “You also told me you were going to buy an air fryer. I told you that was a terrible idea, too.”

         “I’m waiting for a decent sale.”

         “But a house? Why?”

         Because he’d been in love with her for twenty years. Being best friends with her was great, but if he kept living with her he was never going to get over her and start looking for what he wanted in life.

         Not that he could tell her that.

         “It was time for a change,” he said instead, because at least that was true. “I’m almost thirty, E.”

         “So am I. So what? You turn thirty and suddenly you’re legally obligated to become boring and responsible?”

         “Not legally, but…”

         She narrowed her eyes. “Is this about your brother?”

         “No.” Ugh, why hadn’t he said yes? “I mean—maybe.”

         His big brother, Pete, had just made junior partner at his law firm up in DC. Their father was over the moon about it, and yes, okay, that might have had something to do with Graham’s decision.

         He went to adjust his nonexistent glasses, then dragged his palm down his face. The scruff on his jaw still surprised him sometimes, but he seized on the changes he’d made to his appearance. “I just—I’ve been in a rut this year. It was time to shake things up.” He pointed at his chin and then his eyes. “Like with the beard and the contacts.”

         “Great! A beard and contacts are a completely normal way to ‘shake things up.’” She crossed the distance toward him and reached up to put her hands on his shoulders, and he hated how it still gave him feelings when she touched him so casually. But then she gave him a little shake. “Graham. Buying a house is not a normal way to shake things up.”

         He put his hands over hers. With what little self-preservation he had, he gently but firmly pushed them away.

         He hated that he hated that, too.

         “It’s not just how I look,” he told her. “I’m going after all my goals.” He swallowed hard. “I’m getting back on dating sites.”

         In theory. In practice, he still hadn’t had the heart. But he would. Soon.

         Huffing, she brushed a bit of hair back from her face. “Dating—also a normal, not ridiculous way to break out of a rut.”

         This was missing the point.

         “It’s a great house, E.” Like that would convince her. It really was, though. “On Mulberry—just a few blocks off Main Street. I can walk to work—or to the historical society.” Both his job-job and his volunteer job. Whereas from this place, they were a fifteen-minute drive.

         Really, the only mystery was that he’d stayed here as long as he had.

         “Great, so you’re abandoning me to save on gas?” She took a step back, and was—was that hurt creeping into her voice?

         “I’m not abandoning you.” It felt like he was, when she put it that way, though. “Our lease isn’t up for six months, and you know I’ll keep paying my fair share.”

         “Like I would let you do that,” she huffed. “But seriously—our lease isn’t up for six months. That’s all the more reason it makes no sense for you to move.”

         Six months or six years. He always would have kept coming up with a reason to stay.

         “You know how the housing market is,” he said instead. “It’ll take a while for everything to go through. And I’ll want some time to do a bit of work on the place.” He forced a smile, trying to focus on the house as opposed to her reaction.

         He’d known she wouldn’t be happy. They had it good here at Poison Place—as he liked to call it. Things were comfortable. Easy. There was a reason he’d talked about his interest in buying a home in only veiled hypotheticals and throwaway remarks.

         But he was taken aback by how personally hurt she seemed to be. He was doing everything in his power to make it clear that this wasn’t about her. Of course, it sort of was, but not in a way that mattered. This was about him and how he felt about her and how he had to stop feeling it before it crushed him. He might not want his brother’s fancy job. He might be boring right down to his toes. But he deserved to be happy.

         And he had to believe that this new house would help him get there.

         Or at least it would help him stop getting his heart stomped on over and over again.

         “It’s got these amazing skylights,” he told her. “And a bonus room in the back and this great kitchen.”

         “But you don’t cook.”

         “I try to cook.”

         “But you shouldn’t cook,” she said, her voice shaky.

         No. Last night’s terrible curry proved that. “But I try. I’m going to learn.”

         She turned those deep brown eyes on him, and his resolve—both to move and to keep his real reasons to himself—almost wavered. “You really want this, huh?”

         No. Not at all.

         “I do,” he promised.

         “Wow.” She turned away and rubbed her wrist over her face. “Well, all right, then.”

         “E…”

         “It’s fine.” She scrubbed her eyes again, and his heart squeezed. “Just super dusty in here.”

         He’d stress-cleaned the entire time he’d been waiting for her to get home. “Look…”

         “No, seriously, it’s cool. I just.” She gestured at the door. “I think I’m gonna go get some fresh air. On account of the dust and all.”

         “You don’t have to—”

         “I do,” she said. She twisted back to glance at him, and her eyes were clear. “I’ll probably grab dinner, too.”

         “You want me to come with?” They always had dinner on Friday nights before heading out with their friends.

         “Nah. I’ll, uh—” She stopped to grab her purse. She dropped her keys then stooped to pick them up. “I changed my mind about the Jade Garden. We were just there last week. I’ll swing by that new place over on Birch Street. The one you didn’t like—I could really use a salad.”

         He pulled up short.

         “You hate salads.” They both did. The only reason she would say that was if she didn’t want him to follow her.

         Her gaze darted up to his again, and it lanced through him. “Yeah, well. We all have to put up with things we hate sometimes, right?”

         She tugged open the door.

         She was out the other side of it before he could figure out what to say. She shot him a sad smile. It flickered at the corners, and she looked away.

         The door slammed shut behind her.

         Into the silence, staring at it, he echoed, “Right.”
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         May: Grabbed our usual table in the back. Want me to order you anything?

         Elizabeth sighed, thumb hovering over the reply button on her phone.

         She’d just parked in the back lot behind the Junebug, Main Street’s newest—not to mention only—bar. She was about ten minutes late to meet up with her friends for their usual hangout. That wasn’t exactly atypical; she did her best, but she and punctuality had had a tumultuous relationship for nearly her entire life. The reasons for her tardiness were different this time.

         Terrible salad acquired—the new place on Birch Street, Bowled Over, had continued to, well, not exactly bowl her over—she’d headed over to Pine Hollow Park. She’d eaten her pile of microgreens and quinoa out of sheer spite, perched on a park bench and messing around on her phone.

         The entire time, she’d been stewing about Graham.

         Freaking Graham. And his freaking house.

         What was he thinking?

         On one hand, it made total sense. Even back in high school, when they were first starting their odd couple routine, Graham was this steady guy. All he purported to want in life was to follow his mom into a life of quiet civil servitude and domestic bliss, no matter what his father wanted for him or what his brother set out to achieve. The public service life had been easy enough to come by, and for a while there, the domestic bliss had looked like it would fall into place for him, too. Sure, they’d ended up getting an apartment together while he was looking for Mrs. Right and she was bumbling her way through life, but he’d dated all these nice, responsible girls. It had always felt like a matter of time before one of them realized what a catch he was and they were off to the races with a little bungalow a couple of blocks off Main Street and a set of handsome, obedient, above average children.

         Only…none of that had ever happened. All of his relationships had fizzled before they could get too serious. There was no spark, or she liked the Yankees, or some other incompatibility would emerge. Eventually, the two of them had gotten the place at Hemlock House, and he’d kind of stopped dating. Sure, she’d had her little flirtation with leaving town, but she’d gotten over it. She was here to stay, and she’d told him as much with aplomb. He’d seemed thrilled with the decision, helping her move the majority of her art stuff into the new studio space she’d rented and picking out a cozy recliner to take advantage of all the space they suddenly had without her easel cluttering up half their living room. They slipped back into their normal routine, and everything had been so comfortable and easy that she hadn’t looked at it too closely.

         Maybe she should have.

         She’d been taking him for granted—okay, fine, she got that. He was a great roommate and an even better friend, and as his friend, she should have been looking out for what he wanted. A weird apartment in an old building named after a famous poison wasn’t in his life plan.

         But suddenly it was like she just didn’t know what was going on with him. Wasn’t he happy with their arrangement? Why wouldn’t he tell her he’d started seriously looking for a place of his own?

         How could she not have known? Because she’d been too wrapped up in her own drama? Between her mom’s health and her sisters’ relationship soap operas and the family’s business and her new studio and the Clothesline Arts Festival, she’d been a little involved, it was true. But there was more to it than that.

         This little itch in the back of her mind kept tugging at her. Graham hadn’t told her, and he hadn’t told her on purpose. She didn’t want to read too much into things, but it wasn’t a stretch to say he’d outright hidden it from her.

         She just didn’t know why.

         Her phone buzzed again in her hand. She glanced down to see another text from her sister May—this one was just a question mark, which meant it had been too long since she’d replied. She rolled her eyes. May might be chiller now than she used to be, back when she was living her pressure cooker corporate life in New York, but she could still be high strung. What if Elizabeth had been driving?

         That said, it was time to make a decision. As she peered out the windshield again, her gaze caught on Graham’s sensible four-door sedan parked on the other side of the lot. She’d run out of the apartment like such a coward earlier. The idea of facing him now and having to act like everything was normal when he’d blown up her entire life made her stomach go all squirmy inside. She needed more time to get her head on straight. But the idea of running away again was even worse. Things would really be weird then.

         Okay, so she had to go in. She could do this. She could handle him and act like she was fine. Who knew? Once they’d had a drink or two, maybe she could even figure out how to shake some answers out of him. Or convince him that his plan was stupid.

         Resolved, she blanked the screen of her phone and tossed it in her purse. No need to tell her sister she was here when she was literally about to walk in the door.

         Inside, the Junebug was just the right amount of crowded. Some eighties headbanger played on the jukebox, loud enough to make it feel like a bar but not so loud that you couldn’t hear the people around you.

         She cast her gaze around. Quickly, she spotted her crew at their usual table. There was Chloe, with her short pink hair and a funky vintage jacket Elizabeth was still annoyed that she’d seen first at the secondhand store in Lincoln. Beside her sat her long-term boyfriend, Tom, who somehow managed to wear a manbun and not look like a jerk. Archer and his husband, Stefano. Dahlia. May, who had somehow blended into Elizabeth’s gang of weirdos upon her return to town, despite generally having her life together.

         Graham.

         As if he could sense her stare, he chose that moment to look up, and Elizabeth immediately pivoted. She strode toward the bar, cursing the way her face flashed hot.

         Nice job not making it weird.

         The owner, Clay, was tending bar tonight, and he met her there, a twinkle in his green eyes and a towel slung over his broad shoulder. She sighed internally. Not only was the guy off the market, but he was off the market because he was attached at the hip to her big sister June. With his tattoos, his rugged physique, and that hint of reddish scruff on his jaw that always rode the tender edge of becoming a beard, he was more Elizabeth’s type, honestly, but the world was a funny place sometimes.

         “You’re running later than usual.”

         “Well, you know me,” she joked, but it didn’t feel funny. “The only thing I’ve ever been early to was my own birth.”

         Two months early, in fact. Apparently, she’d been so premature, it had scared everybody half to death; sometimes she joked that she’d made it her mission in life to never repeat the mistake, as a way of explaining her chronic tardiness.

         Clay softened his smirk and changed the subject. “So what can I get you tonight?”

         She scanned the taps. “Pint of the amber?” Her stomach growled. “And a basket of cheese fries.”

         “Coming right up.” Clay’s gaze shifted to a spot just over her shoulder.

         A warm, familiar presence behind Elizabeth made her stiffen. In the mirror behind the bar, she spotted Graham, and her insides gave a little squirm, which was stupid.

         “Another pitcher of IPA for the table,” Graham requested.

         Clay nodded and got to work. As Graham sidled his way into the space beside her, Elizabeth did her best to keep her cool. Her anger and disbelief and betrayal didn’t want to be squashed, though, and she didn’t know how to look at him without blowing up. Even his beard—which she reluctantly had to admit was just as attractive as Clay’s—was tainted, now that he’d told her it went hand in hand with the house-buying crap. Tension hung in the air between them, and it sucked.

         “So,” he said, his voice steady, but she could hear the hint of nerves in it. “Cheese fries?”

         She rolled her eyes and tipped her head toward the back table. “Like there aren’t three baskets of them over there already.”

         “Just saying. After that big dinner salad you had…”

         The teasing lilt to his tone melted her—just a smidge. “My big dinner salad was amazing and very filling, I’ll have you know.”

         “Thus the obvious need for an order of cheese fries all to yourself.”

         “I was going to share.” She definitely was not. She was starving, her big dinner salad had been a giant pile of terrible spite leaves, and she was going to scarf down the entire order of fries the instant it came out of the kitchen.

         “Zoe’ll bring the fries out in a few,” Clay told them as he set down her pint and Graham’s pitcher.

         “Thanks.” Elizabeth reached for her beer at the same time Graham reached for both the pint glass and the pitcher, and their hands brushed. A weird tingle sped up her arm.

         “Sorry.” He pulled away as if he had felt it too, and seriously, what was up with all of this new tension between them?

         “I got it,” she insisted.

         “Sure, sure.”

         Drink firmly in hand, she turned and headed for their table. Of course, being the last one there, she didn’t have much choice about where to sit. Everybody had left her the chair next to Graham, same as usual. She dropped into it, trying to ignore her unnatural awareness of her best friend sitting beside her, which normally wouldn’t have been any big deal at all.

         At least she had Chloe on her other side. “Nice jacket,” she said, poking at the soft faux suede.

         “Thanks.” Chloe gave her a half-hearted smile.

         Elizabeth scrunched up her brow. That was an unusually reserved response. Chloe never missed a chance to rub her shopping victory in Elizabeth’s face.

         Wasn’t anyone going to act like themselves today?

         “So what did I miss?” she asked, turning her attention to the rest of the table.

         “Not much.” Archer gestured toward the other end of the group. “May is complaining about getting sent to Rio next spring for free.”

         “I’m complaining about them sending me there during Carnival,” May clarified with a shudder. “So many people.”

         “So many people in Rio,” Archer reminded her.

         Elizabeth chuckled. Her gang of oddballs had accepted May with open arms, but they were never going to get over her job as a freelance travel writer, or its perks.

         “Think you can talk Han into going with you on this one?” Elizabeth asked. May’s boyfriend wasn’t a big traveler, but he was a big fan of May.

         May rolled her eyes. “Working on it, but you know how he is. He leaves the restaurant alone for five minutes and apparently it’s going to go under.”

         “Keep us posted,” Stefano insisted, “because if he does leave, I want it on the record that I’m giving up Chinese takeout for Lent next year.”

         “Such a sacrifice.” Archer patted his hand. “Giving up your favorite food when your favorite chef is gone.”

         “I can tell you what I’m giving up, and I’m not waiting for Lent,” Dahlia said, scowling. “Submitting work to Patty Boyd’s gallery.”

         “Lent?” Elizabeth’s brows shot up. “I keep telling you, you need to give that up for good.”

         “I’m starting to believe you.” Sighing, Dahlia took a swig of her beer before wordlessly passing it over to Graham to refill from the pitcher.

         Like Elizabeth, Dahlia was an aspiring artist. Her sculptures were incredible, but much like Elizabeth, she’d had no luck finding an outlet for them. It didn’t help that Patty owned the only gallery in town, and that she seemed to have a personal vendetta against the two of them. The last time Elizabeth had bothered trying to show the woman any of her new pieces, she’d turned her nose up with a sneer, scarcely deigning to look. It was so wildly unprofessional that Elizabeth had resolved never to put herself through the indignity again. She’d rather be a literal starving artist than deal with someone so hellbent on making artists feel like crap about themselves.

         “What did the witch do now?” Tom asked.

         Dahlia accepted her newly filled glass. “Acquire a new artist from freaking Charlotte who does practically the same stuff I do.”

         Elizabeth winced. “Seriously?”

         “Seriously. I mean, the guy is good, and I guess his stuff is more commercial.”

         “Still.” Elizabeth shot Dahlia a sympathetic look. “That sucks.”

         “We have got to get your indie art festival off the ground,” Archer said.

         Crap. Right. The indie art festival she was supposed to be working on her proposal for this weekend—hopefully with Graham’s help.

         Since she had yet to actually manage to bring it up to Graham—or, you know, look him in the eye—she wasn’t holding out so much hope for that.

         She raised her beer in Archer’s direction anyway. “Fingers crossed.” Time to change the subject. She looked around. “Anything else new?”

         And then she remembered exactly what was new.

         She cast a sideways glance at Graham. Had he dropped his bombshell on the entire crew yet? Her stomach tightened. Did everybody already know that he was abandoning her?

         Or was he going to make her relive hearing the news all over again?

         Which was worse?

         He met her gaze and opened his mouth.

         Okay, so yeah, it was option B.

         “Actually,” he started. “I have some news.”

         She looked away and took a big gulp of her beer. She hadn’t been able to observe her own little mental breakdown when he told her, but she supposed the one upshot of option B was getting to watch everybody else react.

         “You know how I’ve been talking forever about getting my own place?”

         “You mean since middle school?” Tom asked.

         “Yeah.” Graham chuckled, but his smile betrayed his nerves—and his pride. Ugh, he really was excited about this. “Well, I put in an offer on the old Carroway Place. The one on Mulberry Street.”

         Dahlia held up a hand. “Whoa—wait—”

         “The purple one?” Archer asked.

         “That’s the one,” Graham agreed. Of course it would be purple. He wasn’t just abandoning her for a house; it also had to be her favorite flavor.

         “And?” Stefano asked.

         “And…” Graham drew out the word before breaking out in a broader smile. “I got the word today that the Carroways accepted the offer.”

         The whole table erupted. Stefano and Tom offered unreserved congratulations. Chloe barely reacted at all, which seriously, what was up with her? May shot Elizabeth exactly the concerned look Elizabeth had been waiting for, with Archer and Dahlia splitting the difference, somehow managing to both salute Graham and sneak pity glances Elizabeth’s way.

         Great, just great. She took a sip of her beer, but even though it wasn’t their stupid IPA, it tasted bitter.

         “How long until you close?” Archer asked.

         “Six weeks is what they’re guessing, but you know how it goes.”

         “Not at all.” Dahlia, who had also always lived in an apartment, raised a glass. “But good luck to you.”

         “Hear, hear,” Elizabeth said, raising her glass, too.

         Everybody followed suit and toasted, but as soon as they were done, May fixed Elizabeth with another knowing look. Putting on a neutral tone, she asked, “And how are you feeling about all of this?”

         “How do you think?” Elizabeth wasn’t going to let on how betrayed she felt, but she couldn’t seem to keep the sour note from her voice. “I have six weeks to find a new roommate.”

         Graham shook his head, turning to look at her, and this time, she couldn’t avoid his gaze. “I told you I’m not going to move in right away.”

         “You say that now…”

         “I mean it,” he said, too earnestly, and why was it lighting this fire inside her?

         “Sure, sure.” The words came out so dismissive, but that was probably better than the resentment she was keeping in.

         “Don’t be like that.”

         “Like what?” An immature child? She’d heard that enough times.

         The worst part was that if he said it, she wasn’t even sure that he’d be wrong.

         “Like this. You ran away earlier—”

         “I was hungry. And it was dusty.”

         Crap, it was threatening to get dusty in here now.

         She glanced away, only to find their other friends trying to act like they weren’t paying attention while hanging on their every word. Her sister in particular had that concerned expression firing on all cylinders, and Elizabeth didn’t need any of this.

         “I just want to live in a house where I don’t have to share any walls with anybody,” Graham insisted. “A place of my own.”

         Either the dust problem was spreading, or he was getting emotional, too.

         Fighting to keep her voice constrained, she hissed, “Well, you could have told me that.”

         “You would have tried to talk me out of it.”

         “Of course I would have!” She threw her hands up. “Our life is awesome. Why does it have to change?” There was that stupid dust again. “Why does anything have to change?”

         Then out of nowhere, Chloe blurted, “We’re pregnant.”

         Elizabeth just about got whiplash, she jerked her neck around so hard.

         Tom’s eyebrows hit his hairline, but it took him only a second to recover. “Babe…” He pulled her into his arms, and she leaned into him, and something in Elizabeth’s chest pulled.

         The thing was that she’d never particularly cared about getting married or having kids. She’d dated a bunch, but the people she was attracted to usually ended up being losers or jerks. Even if she ever had found someone she had insane sexual chemistry with and actually liked to talk to, what then? She could barely commit to a hair color, much less a human being.

         And kids. She liked the ones that ended up in the classes she taught at the community center, but how could she be responsible for another human being? She wasn’t dead set against it or anything, but she couldn’t imagine being a mom. Laying down rules, setting expectations. None of it had ever felt like it was for her.

         Tom and Chloe had been together forever. Clearly they were the real deal, and Elizabeth had always been happy for the both of them.

         But she’d always thought Chloe was like her. A free spirit, to put it kindly.

         The terrified yet exhilarated grin on Chloe’s face said maybe she wasn’t that far off the mark.

         “I’m sorry,” Chloe said, laughing, as she leaned in to Tom. “I just couldn’t keep it in a second longer.”

         “We found out today,” Tom explained. “She made it twelve hours.”

         Elizabeth reached out a hand, and Chloe took it. “True restraint,” she offered.

         “I know, right?” Chloe swabbed at her eyes.

         Quieter, Elizabeth asked, “Are you okay?”

         “I have absolutely no idea.” Chloe laughed again, and it was verging on the hysterical. But at least she was still laughing—right?

         “Well, I think it’s awesome.” Graham leaned in, extending his arm across the table to offer a high five to Tom. Of course he would be excited.

         Who knew? With his whole making a change and buying a house thing, maybe that wife and kids he’d always wanted would be next.

         Chloe and Tom were having a baby. May and June were in committed relationships. Graham was becoming a property tax–paying member of society.

         And meanwhile, Elizabeth was right here. Exactly where she’d always been.

         So much for not wanting anything to change.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four
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         So, wow,” Graham said, joining Tom over by the dartboard later that evening.

         Tom shook his head and stepped up to the line, his gaze on the target as he adjusted his grip on his first dart. “Right?”

         On paper, Tom wasn’t the kind of guy Graham would have imagined himself becoming close friends with. He had a man bun, and all his jeans had holes in them. He was an aspiring science fiction author–slash–waiter.

         But he was with Chloe, and Chloe was one of Elizabeth’s best friends, and any friend of Elizabeth’s was a friend of…well, everybody else Elizabeth was friends with. It was part of the magic of who she was, and yet one more reason he was grateful to have her in his life.

         In the end, he and Tom had fallen in together. The guy was easy to talk to, and he always had an interesting perspective to share. He was calm, cool, collected.

         Even now, with everything going on.

         Graham cast a glance toward the corner of the room, where Elizabeth and Dahlia continued to confer with Chloe, who still seemed shaken up. Her announcement had taken everybody aback—herself included, apparently. Elizabeth had seemed particularly shocked, though she’d pulled it together quickly and now was acting as a rock for her friend.

         Graham didn’t know if he could do the same for Tom. Or heck—if Tom even needed a supportive ear at all. But when May’s boyfriend, Han, had shown up and the two of them had challenged Archer and Stefano to a game of pool, it had seemed like a natural time to split up a bit. Graham had caught Tom’s eye and nodded over in this direction, and here they were.

         After a moment’s consideration, Tom lined up his shot and let the dart fly. It ended up in the outer ring, just outside the bull’s-eye.

         “You seem to be taking everything in stride,” Graham commented.

         A soft grin curled Tom’s mouth. “I’m over the moon.”

         “Yeah?” A happy glow warmed Graham’s chest—and if it was tinged by just a touch of envy, well, he could swallow that for now. “I didn’t even know you guys were trying.”

         “We weren’t, which was part of what makes it so awesome.” Tom’s second dart went farther afield, and he sighed before lining up his third.

         “Yeah?”

         “I mean, we’d talked about it, of course, and we’d both agreed we wanted kids eventually. But the timing never seemed right. She wanted to finish this project or reach this income.”

         Chloe was a graphic designer—one of the more financially successful creative types in the group, but freelancing was tough, uncertain work.

         Tom took his last shot and landed a perfect bull’s-eye.

         “Nice.” Graham high-fived him and gathered his own darts.

         Tom collected his and updated his score on the board before returning to the space behind the line. “Anyway, the way things were going, I wasn’t sure if we would ever pull the trigger.” He shrugged. “I wish we could have planned it out perfectly, but life doesn’t really go according to plan, you know?”

         Graham glanced in the direction of the girls again. “You think she’s going to be okay with it all?”

         “Absolutely,” he said, full of confidence. “I know she’s kind of freaking out at the moment, but you should have seen her the minute that little red plus showed up. She fell in love with that baby instantaneously.” He shook his head, a soft glow in his eyes. “She’s worried about how she’s going to handle being a parent and working and having a life, but I have no doubt. If anyone can pull it off, it’s her.”

         “Definitely.”

         “Now I just need to convince her of that.” He shook his head. “She’s so much more than she thinks she is.”

         And there was that tug of envy in Graham’s chest again. He felt the exact same way about Elizabeth.

         Swallowing, he shifted his focus to the board. He threw his first dart and scored a whopping eight points. His second and third shots were better, but without any bull’s-eyes, he was already running awfully far behind.

         “Sorry we stole your thunder, though,” Tom said as he went to take his next turn. “Congrats again on the house, man.”

         “Yeah, I’m excited.” Not as excited as he would be if he were about to have a kid with the love of his life, but it was a start.

         Tom followed his gaze as he glanced in the girls’ direction again. “Not everybody is, though.”

         He raised his brows, and Graham’s heart sank, his stomach turning over.

         Elizabeth’s reaction to his decision to buy the place on Mulberry Street was a double-edged sword. On the one hand, he supposed he should be flattered that she cared. It would have been a way worse blow if she’d just said “cool” and wished him well.

         Did she have to be so resentful, though? Or keep acting like he was excited to be rid of her?

         When the truth was that he was anything but?

         Tearing his gaze away from her, he reached for his beer and took a long pull.

         “You guys going to be okay?” Tom asked carefully.

         “Yeah. I think.”

         “You ever think about telling her?” Tom punctuated the question by tossing a dart directly into the middle of the bull’s-eye.

         Graham’s heart got stuck in his throat. “Absolutely not.”

         He knew that Tom knew how he felt, but he was pretty sure that nobody else did. Not even Chloe.

         Tom blew out a breath and let his next dart fly. “Your funeral.”

         “I just don’t want to lose her as a friend,” Graham said, and wow, that sounded pathetic, even to him.

         Tom’s last dart landed in the triple score ring on the twenty. He shot a meaningful look Graham’s way before tipping his head toward the girls. “Not to be a broken record, but maybe you should tell her that.”

         To be fair, Graham had been trying to tell her that all evening, only she kept yelling at him or running away.

         Maybe what he really needed to do was show it to her.

         The thought rolled around in his mind as he continued to have his rear end handed to him at darts. He and Tom shifted gears to talk about lighter fare, from the project Graham was working on in his volunteer job with the local historical society, to the novel Tom had been banging away at for five years but which he was “really starting to turn the corner on,” to a goofy podcast they both liked to listen to. All the while, he tried to ignore the tug in his chest telling him to go over to Elizabeth and try again to fix this.

         As it so happened, he had a lot of experience ignoring his impulses around Elizabeth, so at least that part wasn’t hard.

         Finally, the evening started to wind down. Stefano waved them all good night and guided a slightly-more-than-tipsy Archer to their car. May and Han headed out with them, and when Chloe started to yawn, Tom decided they should call it a night, too. Dahlia grabbed her coat and looked to Elizabeth, still seated at the table, and then at Graham, standing nearby. Usually he and Elizabeth drove together, but after she’d decided she’d rather eat a salad than talk to him about his decision, they’d made their own ways here tonight.

         “I really should…” Dahlia made a motion toward the door.

         Elizabeth looked down at the brownie she’d just ordered with a sigh. “It’s fine. I have chocolate to keep me company.”

         And this was Graham’s chance. “I’ll stay.”

         Dahlia cast Elizabeth a questioning gaze, but Elizabeth smiled and waved her off.

         The instant Dahlia was out the door, Elizabeth’s smile faded. Dropping her gaze, she picked up her fork and stabbed at a corner of the brownie. “You don’t have to stay, you know.”

         Phew boy, talk about a minefield. “I know.”

         “Like, I can just meet you at home.” She grimaced. “Or—I mean. At our place. You know. The apartment.”

         Never mind, “minefield” was clearly too subtle a description.

         “It’s home,” he told her, voice firm and probably betraying way too much.

         It was the truth, though. Their apartment at Poison Place was his home in the truest sense of the word. Buying a house was about trying to move on with his life, but he was well aware that getting what he wanted meant giving up some of the best parts of what he already had.

         No way he was going to let them all slip through his fingers without a fight.

         He couldn’t keep pining for her for the rest of his life, but he refused to lose Elizabeth through some sort of a misunderstanding, or a failure to try hard enough on his part. He was going to keep her as a friend by being her friend—no matter how hard she was trying to push him away right now.

         He approached the table and pulled out the chair kitty-corner from hers. He paused for a second, giving her a chance to tell him to get lost, but she just shrugged and kept eating her brownie.

         He sat down. Normally, he’d steal her fork and grab a bite for himself, but nothing was entirely normal right now.

         “Good?” he asked instead.

         “Awesome.” Her mouth pulled to the side even as she was paying the compliment, though, and he remembered that it had been her sister June’s idea for Clay to start offering leftovers from the bakery across the street as dessert here at the bar.

         It was yet one more thing Elizabeth and Graham had in common: overachieving older siblings whose shadows they could never quite seem to escape from. Graham hadn’t wanted Peter’s success, but he’d never been allowed to forget it, either. Elizabeth didn’t want to run an inn, but she still chose to work at it—which meant she would always be working side by side with June.

         The two of them had repaired their relationship some over the past year or so. But they were just so different. Graham wished Elizabeth could stop comparing herself to her sister. She had her own amazing talents.

         But it was like Tom had said about Chloe—Elizabeth was so much more than she would ever believe.

         They sat there for a few minutes. Clay had turned down the jukebox, and somebody had queued up what seemed like a bunch of eighties power ballads, setting quite the ambiance when you paired them with the low, yellow-tinged lighting and the clinking of the empty glasses and pitchers a busboy was starting to collect.

         Eventually, Elizabeth addressed him, tipping her head toward the dartboard. “Looked like you got owned pretty bad by Tom over there.”

         “Royally.”

         She shot him a brief glance. “He holding up okay?”

         “Yeah. Great, actually. Chloe?”

         “She’s going to be okay, I think. Pretty shaken by it all, though.”

         “I’m sure.”

         The weight of the silence between them weighed on him. Usually, they could talk about anything, or if they didn’t want to talk, they were great at just sitting together, people watching and eating brownies or whatever.

         He wanted to ask her if she was okay. Wanted to try yet again to convince her that nothing was going to change and that his decision to move had nothing to do with her—at least not in the way she thought it did. But it was late. What good would it do them to go round and round about it all again?
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