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PRAISE FOR
A LOVE LIKE THE SUN


‘Sometimes you read a book and you just know that no other writer in the world could possibly have written it—that this story was destined to be told in just this way, at just this moment. A Love Like the Sun is one of those books. It’s funny, heartfelt, and fresh, with dreamy prose and vibrant characters’


Emily Henry, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Happy Place


‘Dazzling, tender, and romantic. A beautiful story about taking risks, being brave, and letting the people who know us best, love us fully. I adored this friends-to-lovers romance!’


Carley Fortune, #1 New York Times bestselling author of 
Meet Me at the Lake


‘Beautifully crafted and achingly tender. A must read!’


Kristina Forest, author of The Partner Plot


‘A poetic, sexy, and intimate portrait of falling in love. I absolutely devoured the best friends-to-lovers dynamic. Neilson’s prose is as warm and effortless. A stunning read’


Jessica Joyce, author You, With a View


‘Sexy, heartwarming and soulfully human’


Shirlene Obuobi, author of On Rotation


‘A truly remarkable, achingly tender, and deliciously sexy romance that will stick with me for years to come. Neilson’s adult debut is a romantically powerful force to be reckoned with, and I loved every page’


Mazey Eddings, author of The Plus One




For anyone who has ever felt hard to love,
to those afraid to ask for what they need,
and for myself.
It’s not easy being brave, but I believe in us.
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What I remember



Eleven years ago. Eagle sticker.


Sun starting to cut across the sky, the smell of an early rain still in the air, my father on the front steps of our house, fine-tuning his guitar. When I opened the downstairs door, he beamed at the sight of me, as if my existence meant he was unable to contain his happiness. I threw my arms around his shoulders, hugged him close, inhaled the scent of tobacco on his warm skin.


“The only thing that’d wake you up this early on a Sunday is a boy,” he said.


I rolled my eyes. “You know Issac’s not a boy the way you’re saying he’s a boy, Dad.”


“How am I saying it?” he asked, just as my best friend came out of his house across the street and our eyes locked from a distance. When Issac Jordan smiled with his whole face, my father hummed, “I’m waiting for an answer, sweetie,” which earned him a wide-eyed look from me and a whisper begging him to drop it. My face was already flushed when he teased, “Because the boy who’s not a boy is heading over here? Fine, but may I ask where you two are heading this morning?”


The corners of my lips twitched; I raised a single brow.


“You’re right,” he said. “Spare me the details that might save me from your mother’s scrutiny over your whereabouts later. But remember to walk with courage and …”


“Trust our instincts,” I finished with a smile.


He tugged on my long braid, and when Issac made it to my porch to collect me he called out, “Take care of each other.”


At Issac’s quick “Always,” my satisfied father began strumming his guitar. It was the last time I heard him play that particular song, one he’d sing to my mother with a goofy look on his face, and the first time I heard him struggle to breathe through a melody. We didn’t know that afternoon he’d receive news from his doctor that would forever change the path of our family. Right then, I was still mostly carefree, not exactly trusting my instincts but convincing myself I was about to walk with courage.


And as soon as we were out of my father’s eyeline, Issac and I hit the pavement running. We normally weren’t in the business of stealing bikes, but Benjamin Cooper was Issac’s personal bully, tormenting him by throwing rocks at his head on the way home from school, laughing at Issac’s “used clothing,” and most recently slashing the tires on both of our “cheap bikes” so we were “doomed to walk like peasants,” while he rode beside us on his fancy Aventon Soltera for the rest of the year.


That’s when Issac agreed to my suggestion of stealing it.


We snuck into Benjamin’s yard before his family got up for church, and I hopped on the pegs of his bike with a rush in my chest, but Issac was shaky, the bike wobbling as he rode us away, and I worried whether agitating his bully was the right move. A few streets over, in a neighborhood full of beautiful houses, we hid the bike behind someone’s rosebush.


Issac glanced at it longingly and finally spoke. “Maybe instead of leaving it here, we should use it to travel the world.”


A smile stretched my face, relieved. “Do you think we can make it across the country?”


Issac examined the tires, then nodded. “We’d have to pack a lot of the food we find in your pantry. Maybe shower in random water fountains at parks along the way.”


“How long do you think it would take for our parents to notice we were gone?”


“We’d leave notes not to worry yours,” Issac said. “But I doubt Howard and Alice would notice me missing. Not with the new kids they just took in last month, anyway.”


I stopped myself from insisting he was wrong about his foster parents, then considered apologizing, but watched as Issac bent down to rip an eagle sticker off the bike instead. He had just started making collages by gluing random things to notebook pages, so when he pocketed the sticker I figured it was for that.


“How long do you think it’ll take him to notice it’s missing?” I asked.


“He’ll probably send out a search party for his precious bike by noon,” said Issac.


“Do you think he’ll cry?”


“Definitely.”


“Is it bad that I’d pay to see it?”


“If I had money, so would I.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me toward the street. Said, “You make me feel brave, Laniah.”


I glanced down at our linked hands, my heart warm at his words. Issac always said things raw and outright, while I struggled to express myself. But I loved that he seemed content with me bumping my shoulder against his in response while we walked back home.


We were always braver together.
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THE WAY IT SHOULDN’T BE DONE


If my calculations are correct, I’ll be alone in the shop for at least ten minutes before my mom comes back from the bakery, which is plenty of time to take a sexy picture. I sit in a chair at the break table in the back room and slide my pants down. Not all the way, just enough to expose my soft belly and the black panties creased between my hips and thighs. I take a few shots and stare at them, positive that they’re sexy enough to entice someone and leave them wanting for more. The someone is a guy I’ve been on five really good dates with but have only slipped some tongue before we said good night. His patience with me not wanting to rush sex is attractive, but this morning he asked if I’d send him a little something, and I’ve been distracted all day thinking of taking risks. I pick one, take a breath, hit Send.


Darius looks at the picture immediately but doesn’t answer back with the same energy. My heart races in my chest while I wait. And wait.


Read. Read two minutes ago.


The bubbles finally pop up. Darius is typing. He stops. Starts again. And then …


“Laniah Leigh Thompson, why in the world are your pants at your knees?”


I startle, drop my phone onto the table, and scramble to my feet. I’m twenty-five years old and the tone of my mother’s voice can still strike fear in my heart. “I … uh.”


She takes a step forward, a paper bag and cup tray in her hands, dark penciled-in eyebrows low on her face. “Were you taking a … a nude photograph?”


The back of my neck burns while I pull up my pants and button them. A heartbeat. Two. “I was … checking for swelling, actually,” I say.


“Swelling?” she repeats.


“Mm-hmm. Yeah. Just thinking of my doctor’s appointment in a couple of days.”


I’ve been having headaches, and I think it’s from elevated blood pressure, so this seems like a believable lie. Still, we stare at each other for the longest thirty seconds of my life—her top lip curling a little, suspicion in her eyes, a small smile on my face, convincing enough I hope. So much for Seven Stars Bakery being lunchtime-rush busy. She finally sighs and places the cups on the table. I hurry to snatch my phone and pocket it, even though she’s not wearing her bifocals to see anything that might be waiting on my screen.


“You swear I was born yesterday,” she says. “I just hope you’re not being stupid, but whatever.”


Whatever has been her general mood lately, and I briefly wonder how she would have reacted to me sending dirty texts if things were different. My mom and dad were always openly flirtatious, which was awarded with many eyerolls from me as a kid. But my dad died nine years ago, and I sometimes wonder if her playfulness died with him.


She takes a cookie out of the bag, her coffee from the tray, then leaves me. I know better than to stay in the back, she’ll think I’m looking at my phone, and though I’m tempted to do just that, I grab my cup of tea and follow her. As soon as I’m in the front of the shop with its half-empty shelves, I feel the same whatever mood my mom does. We opened Wildly Green three years ago, giddy to have a storefront for the natural body butters and hair oils Mom had been mixing in our kitchen since I was a little girl. We’d had big plans, but reality struck, and instead of building our dream, we’ve pulled in serious debt.


Only a week ago this place was teeming with the smell of coconut and fresh flowers, there was art on the walls and a neon sign that blinked HELLO, GORGEOUS in bright green letters. But we’ve been packing for a few days to close its doors—plants in boxes and all the cardboard at our feet—and we haven’t even played music over the Bluetooth speaker to do it. The once colorful space has been leached of life. Most days, I prefer coming after working my second job at the hotel, when my mom’s not here, so we don’t have to pack in misery together.


My phone dings in my pocket and I bite back a smile, anticipating sweet words that Darius seems to have a knack for, but I begin clearing off the conditioner shelf as a distraction.


“You can check your messages, you know,” Mom says from behind me. She’s sitting on the floor, looking through old paperwork to see what we should keep, and I can hear the curiosity hiding in her voice. This is a trick. If I look at my phone now, she’ll know I’m anxious because a response to a nude is on it. But if I don’t look at my phone, she’ll know I was avoiding it because she’s here. It’s a lose-lose. So I do what any reasonable, anxious, and sweaty person would do: put the products in my hands down and pull out my phone.


Except it’s not a message. It’s a thumbs-down reaction on my picture.


My stomach sinks slowly while my brain rushes to make sense of what I’m seeing. Did Darius just react to my sexy picture with a thumbs-down? He had to have hit that by accident. He definitely did. But then he texts, Wow. I waited all day long, and this is what you have to show me? I’m starting to think you’re playing games.


The jump from confusion to disappointment is immediate.


“You good, baby?” Mom says, cutting through the noise in my head.


I turn to face her and hope she can’t see my annoyance. “I’m fine, Mom. It’s nothing.”


She nods. “Well, come help me with these papers, then.”


While I’m sorting through receipts on the rug, my mind is working overtime. Darius is the first guy I’ve gone on more than a few dates with since a long relationship in college. It’s hard explaining that I’m mainly looking for companionship with the potential for more—in a sea of people on dating apps asking for sex or something serious straightaway. My best friend, Issac, calls me a hermit crab because I avoid social media, limiting my dating pool even further, but I was just bragging to him about how I met Darius the old-fashioned way: while buying samosas at Kabob and Curry downtown. Darius told me to cut him in line because I was in a rush to get back to work. On the way out, I wrote my number on a napkin and handed it to him.


As if reading my mind, Mom asks, “Have you told Issac we’re closing the shop yet?”


The question makes my throat thick. Before I can respond, my phone vibrates on the floor beside us and my eyes dart down to another message from Darius. The preview on my lock screen reveals a picture of his … Oh. My face burns hot. I hurry to tuck my phone under my leg and look at my mom, praying she didn’t see the photo I just saw. But she’s busy squinting at a utility bill. I laugh a little, selfishly relieved.


“You really should start wearing your glasses, Mom.”


She sulks and picks up another piece of paper, hating the reminder that her eyesight has changed in her midfifties. I sometimes tell her Dad would’ve thought she looked cute in glasses, and she’ll temporarily soften to them, but I’ll get sad inside that he’s not here to tell her himself, then days later she’ll be walking around without them. “Don’t ignore my question,” she says.


“I haven’t talked to Issac about it yet,” I say, “but I will.”


“Tell him before I do,” she orders. “I’m not going to keep lying to that boy.”


“Yes, ma’am.”


Two hours later, I say bye to Mom and haul another box to my car. The early-June weather is perfect in Providence: high seventies with a breeze wafting through the treetops and sending a fresh scent of green and coffee and baked goods toward me while I walk. When I first found the space for Wildly Green, Mom was ecstatic. It’s in the heart of the city, between all the diverse neighborhoods that make up much of our clientele. The building sits on semi-busy Broadway Street, right beside shops we already loved. There’s Seven Stars Bakery and Julian’s for lunch and Schasteâ for tea and crepes. Columbus Theatre was renovated and recently reopened and has breathtaking old architecture inside. On the next street, there’s Heartleaf, a co-op bookstore with a beautiful shop cat named Penny, who I adore. Workers are always waving at me through glass windows, and there are at least four other pets that need petting each day.


I glance up at the Wildly Green sign, and a pit grows in my belly, a sad ache.


Inside the safety of my little Honda, crammed full of boxes, away from Mom, I open the text thread with Darius to find a picture of him in boxers with a visible outline of his asset, which is tame compared to the video he sent doing unspeakable things to himself (mainly because he doesn’t deserve the mention). Not only would Mom be traumatized if she were wearing her bifocals, but she’d be downright pissed at Darius’s audacity.


This is how it’s done, he wrote below the video. What might have had me clenching my thighs under better circumstances only leaves a sour taste in my mouth.


I take my time reacting to each of his messages with a thumbs-down, then silence our text thread before starting my car and recording a voice note for Issac.


“Remind me again why I still like men. Because some members of your kind make me wonder if decency among the general population actually exists. And don’t even say you told me Darius was a dud in waiting. I’m not in the mood, big head.”


I’m halfway home before I get a response from him. A single emoji. (:
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HOW TO SWING A LOUISVILLE SLUGGER


My mom would say these boxes are heavier than one person can carry, but that never stopped her from trudging ones like this up the stairs to our third-floor apartment when my dad was at work. I was tiny back then, but I’d drag a plastic shopping bag up behind her because I really wanted to help. That was two decades ago, but the memories have been bleeding through like watercolor and weighing on me. She’s getting older, and I won’t allow her to do the heavy lifting now that we’ll be selling our natural products from home again.


My arms ache when I slide the last box out of the car and it slips from my grasp, hitting the ground with a shattered-glass thud. I stare at it for several seconds, wishing for the ability to rewind time, hoping that the fragile pieces inside will be miraculously intact.


But the box is still on the ground, and now I have an audience.


Wilma Murphy from across the street walks over, cane in one hand, cup of coffee in the other. She stops a few feet in front of me, takes a slurpy sip, then says, “You know, it’d be smarter if you pulled into the driveway and unloaded the boxes at the back door.”


I’m annoyed she’s probably right, but I won’t give her the satisfaction of seeing me shaken. “Is that so?” I say. “I’ll remember for next time.”


She narrows her eyes, surely sensing the sarcasm in my tone. “So, you’re really closing the store? Does this mean your mother will be cleaning rooms with you for the rest of her life?”


Fun fact about my neighborhood in Providence: Silver Lake has fewer than nine thousand residents, which means there’s a decent chance the boy you have a crush on two blocks over could’ve already hooked up with your cousin. What it means for me: Wilma Murphy’s grandmother used to babysit my mother in the same house Wilma still lives in across the street. Even more interesting: Wilma’s sister, Bridget Murphy, is a permanent resident of the hotel where I work and just so happens to be one of my favorite people in the world. And it might’ve been a nice thing, working in a space with one sister and living on the same street as the other, but Bridget and Wilma haven’t spoken in decades. The reason is still unknown to me, but I believe it when my mom says Wilma was always petty or judgmental because the longer I live in this apartment, the clearer it becomes that this seventy-one-year-old woman can often be both at once, so I’m certain she must’ve done something incredibly spiteful to her younger sister.


“Maybe,” I say, “but at least we’ll have good company with your sister living there.”


Wilma’s top lip curls at the mention of Bridget. “Guess you aren’t the businesswoman you thought you were,” she says, before pointing to the lawn with her cane, a sour look on her face. “You should get someone to mow the lawn.” With that, she turns away, whistling a song while walking toward her house with its perfectly mowed lawn.


Once I’m inside, I take one look at the shattered jars of sugar scrub and sink against the front door, still feeling the sting of Wilma’s words below my breastbone. When we opened the shop, my mom was able to quit housekeeping to focus on creating products, something she started when she was a teenager who was sick of being sent to the salon every Saturday for relaxers. She never knew she’d find joy in making hair products, but six-year-old me was already dreamy while I listened to her sing and whip shea butter till it was smooth, waiting for the chance to mix something too. All I hoped for was to be as cool as her when I grew up, for her to look at me the way I looked at her, and I finally felt that when we first opened our shop.


I glance up at the wall to stare at the picture of us hugging in front of Wildly Green on grand-opening day, remembering that she couldn’t keep tears out of her eyes. “I can’t believe this is real,” she said. Then with a shaky voice: “If only your dad could see us now.”


My gaze flicks to another picture, of the three of us, which is in the same worn wooden frame I’ve had since high school. Dad with a handlebar mustache I’d poke fun at, me on his back with small six-year-old fingers pulling at his blond hair, Mom in stilettos with beautiful brown legs, tiptoeing to place a kiss on his cheek. He was staring straight into the camera, and it feels like he’s staring right through me now, knowing that the business degree I was so proud of, the one I flashed in front of Mom’s face, insisting we were ready to transition from a stable kitchen business to a store, didn’t mean I’d have smart solutions to save it.


I pull my phone from my pocket. Nothing else from Issac. He’s been in Cali for two years, and I still struggle with him living across the country. That he’s too far for weekly movie nights. I hardly remember the last time we browsed a bookstore together. And I can’t bring myself to tell him about Wildly Green over the phone. If I’m being honest with myself, I haven’t wanted to tell him at all.


But right now, I need my best friend.


My finger hovers over the Call button, debating because he’s probably on a photo shoot for a clothing line or making new art on video … or maybe he’s on a romantic getaway with Melinda. My stomach squeezes at the thought. It might be my imagination, but it seems like ever since they started casually dating months ago the texts have become less frequent, our phone calls shorter, and he hasn’t flown back home in half a year. And I can’t help but wonder how casual the dating truly is, if something is changing between him and me because of them.


You’re the worst friend in the world, I type to him instead. Hoping it’ll elicit a Don’t be a brat or There goes my brat or even Tell me what’s bothering you, brat, but he reads the message and doesn’t respond.


I sigh and click out of the conversation. Right underneath is Darius’s now muted thread. I should probably block him, but the petty part of me wants him to sweat it out. I scroll through the photos, a little amused. Has he been home all day buck naked or are these recycled dick pics?


You want me to come over? he texts, like he knew I was in here lurking.


Hell no:), I reply, my stomach tight at the feeling of being caught.


But then the doorbell rings and startles me to my feet.


Last week, Darius dropped me off after our date and kissed me on my front porch. Before this afternoon the memory had made me feel good, but now I’m quietly creeping to peek out the blinds and make sure it’s not him. And I might’ve been able to if my landlord had come and cut the overgrown bush outside my window to give me a better view of the door like he was supposed to last month.


I swallow, call out, “Who is it?”


But no one answers. When the doorbell rings again, a shiver shoots up my spine. I blow out a breath and pick up the Louisville Slugger from beside the door. My dad taught me to swing a bat just in case. I reach for the lock, then the handle, carefully twisting and letting it creak open. But I don’t swing because the man standing before me has deep brown skin and even deeper eyes, which bore into mine like they’re searching my soul.


Issac pulls his gaze away to glance at the scene in front of him—me gripping the Slugger, ready to swing—and a smile breaks across his face, dimples deep, visible even under facial hair.


“Hi, Ni,” he says, voice warm, the sun growing dim behind him. “You have a bad day?”


After a sharp inhale, I squeal, the bat clattering to the floor, and jump right into his arms. He stumbles back, laughing, but catches us like he always does. Since he has thirteen inches on me, I’m able to bury my face right in the center of his chest. He bends low to drop a kiss on my head, and the tension releases from us both: a shared breath. We stay that way awhile, wrapped in each other, connected limbs and familiar affection. But then he clears his throat and steps back to give us inches of physical space I’m not used to.


He swallows hard, then rubs the bridge of his nose like he does when he’s nervous or even disappointed, but I can’t get a read on why he’s doing it now. My mind begins to worry over the imperceptible distance between us, something I was hoping I wouldn’t feel in person, while my body needs another one of his hugs after six months without my best friend, and the disappointing days I’ve had since last seeing him. But I stop my limbs from doing awkward things to get closer to him again and pick up the bat instead.


“What are you doing here?” I ask. “Why didn’t you tell me you were flying in?”


“I love surprising you,” he says, like it’s the most obvious answer in the world. “And I came to be a better best friend. Sorry it took me so long.”
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HOW TO NOT BE A WASTE OF TIME


Issac tells me to toss my phone out the window after Darius sends another nude. “This guy needs some damn lessons on being a gentleman.”


I raise an eyebrow, laugh a little. “What kind of lessons do you have to offer?”


We’re both sitting on the living room floor, having drinks and hand mixing raw shea butter for a product I’m hoping to launch. Mixing certain butters by hand is key, but my wrist gets sore and my skin is dry from overwashing at the hotel, so sometimes I’ll cheat and break out the electric mixer. I’m happy Issac is here to help. He puts down the bowl and presses his back against the bottom of the couch.


“If it’s the first time sending risky photos, you have to go slow. Just a pic in bed with only boxers on or whatever.” He pretends like he’s laid out, lifts his hand like he’s taking a pic. “You send that. See if you get anything back.”


“And then what?”


“If they make a move or seem interested, you ease it out until you get to the real dirty stuff,” he says. “But listen, since you didn’t respond to the first one, which was already a red flag, he absolutely should not be messaging you with more.”


I pick up my phone, glance at a picture again. “I mean, it’s not half-bad-looking. Maybe he thinks I won’t be able to resist.”


Issac laughs, but there’s a look I can’t describe in his eyes when they meet mine. “Maybe you shouldn’t resist? Could be worth a shot.”


I nudge him with my elbow. “Anyway, it’s not just about the unsolicited dick pics.”


“Well, what else did he do?” he asks, some trepidation and protectiveness in his tone.


Issac and I have always talked about intimate things that we probably shouldn’t share. Still, it’s a little weird to tell him, “I sent Darius something first, actually …”


His eyes go wide before he tilts his head. “And then what happened?”


Heat works its way up my neck. “He gave me … a thumbs-down reaction,” I say.


“A what?”


I’m already embarrassed, and now Issac wants me to explain. “You know …”


“No, I mean … what the hell?” He pushes the bowl out from in front of him and leans forward. With him this close, all I smell is sandalwood. It’s not his usual cedar scent, and I briefly wonder when he switched to something a little sweeter.


“Guess the picture I sent him wasn’t sexy enough.”


Even though I tried for a lighthearted tone, Issac doesn’t crack a smile. His eyes darken to match the shade of his skin as he stares at me. He opens his mouth like he wants to ask something but then shakes his head and forces out a breath. After a few seconds, he pours us a shot of rum and says, “To meeting better lovers.”


We raise our glasses. “Actually, I’ll be happily single for a while,” I say.


Issac narrows his eyes. “You’ve already been single for a long while. Is that what you want?”


“Pretty positive,” I say, and he shrugs before the shot makes our faces sour. But it hits me while my chest is still burning. “Wait, what about Melinda? Isn’t she your better lover?”


Confusion contorts his features, and he says, “We’re not dating anymore.”


Now I’m the confused one. “Weren’t you just with her last week?” When I went on my last date with Darius, Issac said he was having lunch with Melinda.


“That was … sharing a meal with a friend,” Issac says, surprising me. “It was fading for a while, but we decided to officially call it quits over that fine lunch, actually. Sorry, I thought I told you.”


I cut my eyes at him, a tiny seed of betrayal growing in my belly. How long would he have gone without sharing this with me? I’m sure the internet was first to find out.


“Did she break it off with you?” I ask. “Is that why you look gutted over my mention of her?”


Issac shifts uncomfortably. “It was a mutual decision,” he says. “But gutted? Is that what I look like?”


Melinda and Issac weren’t in a relationship, they were dating, but he spent so much time with her I thought I’d have to prepare to be the best man at his wedding. Because Issac has big feelings on love, and he shared them with the world. Before reaching this level of fame, he already had a substantial social media presence by being a mixed-media artist who’d create on video, but after he started talking about his dating life, his platform skyrocketed. Turns out, people love watching a beautiful shirtless man use his hands to make sculptures while listening to music, but they love it even more when he tells them he’s not into wasting a woman’s time. That he hardly makes it past a few dates before realizing the compatibility just isn’t there and, politely, being up front about it. The best part is that Issac believes firmly in soulmates. Everyone has one, his is out there somewhere, so why would he string along someone else’s other half?


Does this mean he doesn’t have sex? Of course he does. But those agreed-upon situations are discussion for another day.


Issac’s revelation made people worship him. If only all men were this honest; get someone like Issac; if you date me you’ll realize I’m your soulmate, they’d comment on videos of him creating collages adorned in fresh flowers with a crown of them on his head.


Brands from all over the world realized his potential to help sell them, and he met Melinda on a photo shoot while they were modeling jeans. One date turned into twelve, and it was easy to assume he might’ve found his soulmate. I’ve never met her, but weeks ago he said he wanted me to, and I took that as more evidence to prove she was different. I guess different doesn’t always mean soulmate. Unless there’s more to the story.


I frown. “Sorry for assuming. It’s just … Melinda’s the first girl you’ve seemed serious about in as long as I’ve known you. I thought you were in love.”


“What about Bianca from back in the day? I might’ve loved her.”


“The one Mom hated from high school?” I give him my best skeptical face. “You went to Providence Place mall to share a plate from China Wok with her like twice.”


“We watched a movie the second time.” Issac laughs. “But Vanessa really did hate her, didn’t she? Guess that was my sign that it wouldn’t last.”


“When does anything last with you? One-date wonder.”


“At least I’m not out here with a busted radar like you. Picking mediocre men who turn out to be less than, and that’s when you actually give anyone the time of day.”


“You must have a busted radar too. Didn’t you think Melinda could be the one?”


Issac reaches for an open jar on the coffee table and brings it to his face. “This is a winner,” he says. But then his eyes dart around the room. “Wait, why do you have all of this product here? Why’s it not at Wildly Green?”


My stomach clenches. I grit my teeth. “We’re renovating,” I tell him, which feels like only half a lie. Then, quickly: “But don’t change the subject. Did you or did you not think Melinda might be it?”


He seems to accept my answer about the shop before he says, “She’s beautiful and smart, doesn’t mind my bad jokes. For a while there I thought … this could be special. But never the one. And she knew I wasn’t it for her either. We were only keeping each other because we enjoyed spending time together. That isn’t enough.”


I lean forward, chew my lip. “But what if she finds someone else and you realize too late that you should’ve given it a real chance? Maybe a soulmate connection isn’t something you just feel, maybe it’s something you have to be committed to building.”


A curious expression crosses his face as he watches me. “Do you believe that?”


I open my mouth to answer, but no words come out. I don’t know what to believe about love and relationships anymore. Not after I thought my parents were soulmates, then death ripped my father from my mother so cruelly.


After a few seconds, Issac sighs and looks away. “I tried to see something that wasn’t there. I really did.”


Not for the first time, I wonder if the death of his parents has affected his view on relationships too. His mom and dad died in a car accident when he was twelve.


“I believe you,” I tell him, and his shoulders sag in relief. If this news has already come out on the internet, I’m sure people are circulating their own theories and he’s been bombarded with questions about Melinda, so I take the jar he’s holding and say, “Does your hair need love?”


“Please,” he answers with a smile.


But when I sit on the couch, expecting him to scoot so he’s on the floor beneath me, he awkwardly sits still for a few seconds. “We can go to the kitchen,” I offer, wondering if in the six months since I’ve last seen him we’ve transitioned to stool sitting instead. But then he kisses his teeth like I’m being ridiculous and moves into position. Because of his hesitation, my body is aware that he’s between my legs like it hasn’t quite been before.


Growing up together on Mercy Street meant my mom would see him day in and day out without proper hair care, and though she’d grow frustrated that his foster parents never took him to the barbershop, he’d shrug it off: always sunshine energy on the outside. Vanessa Thompson wasn’t buying it. We went to school with a lot of Black and brown kids, many of whom loved to brag about their fresh haircuts from barbers on Broad Street. So, she took it upon herself to give him a fade with the clippers one day, and started the routine of Issac coming over before school for help with his hair, working her magic through each of his hair phases, until she started asking me to do it instead. While I conditioned his hair back then, we’d share pastelitos from Johnny’s chimi truck and talk about our crushes. I’d follow up his soothing song-voice and sing to him completely off-key, and he’d read me comic books while I did my best to make him look as good as my mom did.


I run my fingers through his hair now. It’s denser than mine, thick in the middle, the curls are pencil-sized ringlets, and it’s gorgeous. He has the sides faded and the top is long enough to braid if he wanted me to. If I could braid better, maybe he would. I dampen his hair with a spray bottle and work some cream through it. He tells me it smells so damn good, quirks his eyebrows, and starts listing off ingredients that might be in it.


Then, finally: “You know what, don’t tell me. I trust you.”


I smile and tug his hair a bit. “You better. Now, pay up.”


He pulls out his phone, knowing exactly what I want. Issac may be a model now, an influencer, he may do commercials and campaigns for Nike, but before this he was just a boy with passion and an eye for beauty. He’s sickening, I like to joke. One of those humans who is both good-looking and good at too many things. God made him and said, Let me add extra. But even though he’s Hollywood now, he hasn’t gone a day without making some type of art. And I love when he gives me little insights into whatever he dreams up.


“First,” he says, then leans his head against my thigh. The feeling gives me unexpected goose bumps after he’s seemed distant and momentarily distracts me from the way he lifts his phone to take a picture of us. I snap into the moment, insisting I look hideous. He argues that hideous and me don’t belong in the same sentence.


“Sure. Sure,” I say. “You better not post that.”


“Zero social media,” he says. “I got it, hermit.”


He swipes through pictures, then stops on a video that he shows me. “It’s not a project,” he says. “But I’m hoping it can be.” The video is of a botanical garden three times the size of the gorgeous one we have in Roger Williams Park. This one has exotic plants and tall trees with lush green canopies.


“Some big names put together a new art exhibition they’re calling Year of the Lotus for the end of summer,” he explains. “They want to rotate between art and fashion exhibits each year, and they’re hoping the event will eventually become something like the West Coast’s version of the Met Gala. They already asked if I wanted to showcase Secret Sun.”


Excitement shoots through me. Secret Sun is a code name for the project he’s been working on privately since high school. I pinch his neck. “You finished it?”


He swats my hand away playfully. “Almost,” he says, and I can hear his joy in that one word.


I’m excited I’ll finally get to see it.


“But I’ve heard the team hit a snag with location and might cancel the exhibition. My plan is to pitch the botanical garden, and myself. I’ll suggest an artist or two from Providence to be part of the show, ask if I can help with last-minute designs for the space, and maybe they’ll even let me be one of the hosts that night.” My fingers go still in his hair. He realizes immediately, tilts his head back to look up at me. “What happened?”


Issac is so good at what he does, and Lord knows the camera loves him, but he still wants art to be at the center of it all. I’ve been bugging him for a while to speak to his team about finding more chances to show his art on a larger scale, but he’s been worried because he’ll have to dial back on other work. His face and openness online may make him (and them) the most money, but that doesn’t mean his heart is fulfilled.


I wrap my arms around his head and squeeze. “I’m so proud of you.”


He tells me I’m suffocating him, and when I loosen my grip, I expect him to joke about liking it, but instead he runs his fingers through his hair and tries to stand, laughs when his knees crack, mumbling about old age creeping up, even though he’s only turning twenty-six.


“Speak for yourself,” I say. “Because I’m young and thriving.”


“No truer words have ever been spoken,” he says. “Living your dream. You and Vanessa looking like goddesses at the face of it. I’m proud of you too, Ni.”


The guilt of not telling him what’s going on wrenches my gut again, so I deflect with: “Are you trying to make me feel good after Darius came through with the thumbs-down?”


“I forgot all about him. But clearly you didn’t. Did the pics leave you wanting for more?”


“Oh, shut up.”


“The only thing that’ll make me shut up is some food.” He holds out a hand, then pulls me to my feet too. “Let’s order chicken parmigiana.”


“That’s all we eat when you’re home.”


“There’s nothing like home chicken parm in Cali,” he says, then eyes me suspiciously. “Why? How many times have you had it since the last time I was here? Don’t tell me you brought your boy Darius to our spot.”


He’s faking jealousy and the normalcy of it feels nice. “Not even once,” I say, seriously disgusted by the thought. “And I’m not saying I don’t want it.”


“Well, dial the number already then, big head.”


“My hands are tired from all that work I just did on you, but I’m the one with the big head?”


He rolls his eyes in response and passes me my phone.


I won’t tell him that I never feel right ordering chicken parm without him.
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GIRL NEXT DOOR MEETS MOST GORGEOUS MAN ALIVE


The front lawn is freshly mowed by the time I wake up. Without me having to ask, Issac watered my plants and cut down the bush in front of my window with a hedge trimmer he found in the shed. He asks me to call out of my shift at the hotel, insisting he’ll pay me to spend time with him and knowing I’ll refuse to take his money, even though I’m so broke I should. But I call out anyway, greedy for more of him too, with the condition that we’d have to drop off baskets to customers who couldn’t pick their orders up at Wildly Green. He remembered the days we’d do drop-offs for Mom when we were young, then he helped me pack up the products pretty.


By noon, we have only one basket left in the back seat of my car, but we take a break and stop at a local music store first. Just outside, there’s a group of men laughing with their whole bodies. Issac stares at them, a soft smile spreading. I picture his father, who Issac has described as someone that would debate with his boys on the block about basketball games before his mother called her husband home.


He turns and holds the door open for me, says simply, “I wish you could’ve met my dad,” and I feel a rush at being let into his mind, that he doesn’t feel the need to explain why he said it in this moment and that I’d already thought the same.


I reach for his wrist, give it a reassuring squeeze. “Sometimes it feels like I did. Especially when you sing Aretha Franklin and make a squinty face.”


“Like this?” Issac asks, and makes a series of outlandish faces.


“The last one,” I say. “You look just like him when you squint that way.”


“Guess I’ll have to sing Aretha more often,” Issac says. “My old man was handsome.”


I roll my eyes. If Issac was any more handsome than he is, someone might lock him away in a museum and the only way I’d see him is through shiny glass.


Once we’re inside the store, he carefully browses the old CDs before we sit on the floor with stereo headphones to listen to samples like we did back when we couldn’t afford to buy anything. We fail to notice the store getting busier, and we’re only halfway through Tyler, The Creator’s Igor record when a teenager rolls her finger across the vinyls on display in the rock section, eyes growing wide upon spotting us. I nudge Issac because his glasses are sliding off his face, the bucket hat he borrowed from me is tipped, and his curls are showing.


“I think your disguise has failed you, sir.”


He looks up, but before he can even blink, the teen whips out her phone and starts to record. “It’s Issac Jordan, everyone,” she squeals. “My husband.”


“Uh … ,” Issac says, clearly horrified by the last declaration.


I’m stunned silent, but Issac gives her a forced smile, waves at the camera, and says “Good to meet you,” his voice like butter.


“He spoke to me,” the girl says, takes one last look at us, and disappears down an aisle.


With her out of sight, I’m quick to get up off the rug. “Where did she go?”


Issac laughs. “Maybe you frightened her with that look on your face.” He dusts off his pants when he stands. “Or maybe she went to go get the crew.”


The crew? Something flickers across my chest right before we’re ambushed, suddenly surrounded by teenagers in a frenzy of asking Issac for hugs and pictures with them. For a moment, I remember how silly I acted with my friends at my first concert, and I didn’t even get to meet the band, but then one of the girls looks at me—acknowledges my existence—and I shrink back. She has thick lip gloss on, hair down to her waist, says to Issac, “Are you dating again already? Why haven’t you posted about it?”


“Is this why you couldn’t commit to Melinda?” another says.


“You chose this plain girl over Ms. Melinda Martinez?” one chimes in.


“She’s not that plain,” calls someone at the back. “Her curly hair is nice.”


“Hold up,” Issac starts, hands in the air, but they drown him out.


“Plain, but in that sort of gorgeous girl-next-door kind of way,” the one with the glossed lips says, pointing her phone camera straight at me. “What’s your name? Are you Hispanic?”


“Wait. Isn’t she his childhood best friend?” one of them cuts in. “She’s a mixed chick.”


“Oh, yup. She’d be a biracial baddie if she got her eyebrows microbladed. Maybe a BBL,” Lip Gloss decides.


They’re talking so fast, Issac can’t even get a word in, and even though I’m used to people wondering out loud what my race is, I’m done with this entire conversation.


“You’re on your own,” I tell him, before hurrying away and leaving him in the wake of madness that being what the magazines call Most Beautiful Human of the Year has created.


My Instagram page is six pictures of fallen leaves and flowers and random pieces of poetry. I’m sitting on the hood of my car, scrolling my feed and wondering if Issac is trying to convince the girls to delete the videos. What will people think of me if they post them with captions like plain, comparing me to Melinda the model, who is the opposite of plain?


Issac surprises me when he raps his knuckle against one of my windows. I didn’t see him coming.


“You left me back there.” He frowns. “Are you ever gonna be okay with the fact that this is my life now?”


My stomach sinks. “I am okay with it. I’m happy for you, so happy. But it’s your life.”


“And you’ve always been a part of it.” The words are said softly, but they still feel sharp enough to sting. I watch him pull something from his pocket. “Anyway, I got you this. Tried to get you Shida Anala’s new record, but the girls noticed me looking and snatched up the last one.”


“It’s pretty,” I say, taking the sunflower key chain from him. The fact that he thought of getting my favorite singer’s album makes me feel worse for leaving him in the store.


“A token of forgiveness for attracting that attention with your face?” I tease, hoping it breaks the tension.


“Something like that,” he says. “Did it work?”


“Only if you forgive me for being a hermit.” I pout.


“There’s nothing to forgive,” he tells me. “Sometimes, I just can’t understand how you’re brave enough to climb a mountain but not brave enough to post a picture of you doing it.”


“It’s been a while since I’ve climbed a mountain. In fact, I’m completely out of shape,” I joke, but Issac just narrows his eyes. “And it’s … different. I don’t like to be the center of attention the way you like it.”


“I know,” he concedes. Then, with a cheeky grin: “Let’s go make that last delivery, because I’m sure Katrina can’t wait to see my face, and I do like attention. No matter the kind.”


“I’m sure she’s so excited.” I laugh.


He met my friend Katrina the last time he was here, and he seemed to enjoy that she wasn’t exactly starstruck.


“Great,” he says, “and I’m controlling the Bluetooth on the way. No more of your sad music today.”


“Hozier’s music is not sad; it just has soul,” I say.


“Yeah, yeah.”


If there’s one thing to know about Katrina Ashley, it’s that she’s notoriously known to leave you waiting outside her door. The day before her thirtieth birthday, she called me over after a bad breakup but took twenty minutes to let me inside because she’d decided to get in the bath to shave her legs before I arrived. We’re waiting on her steps when Issac’s manager calls him.


“I’m good, Bernie,” he says as soon as he answers it. “Yeah. I’m laying low.”


I shoot him a look, fighting off my laughter. He’s not a good liar. He probably gives his manager headaches. I bet Bernie won’t even be surprised if the teens upload a video.


“Nah, I don’t want you tagging along,” Issac tells him. “Three days is all I need. Uh-huh. Yeah, my best friend will protect me.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me. “She knows jujitsu.”


I snort, and he jabs a finger into my side before walking across the lawn to finish his conversation in private. Finally, the door opens. Katrina answers in her bathrobe with a toothbrush in hand. She takes the bag from me with her left, struggles to hand me some money with her right, mumbling about my bad timing. Katrina’s been a customer since the shop opened because she lives two streets from it, but over the past year we’ve fallen into a friendship. I ask if she has work today and she shakes her head.


“I desperately needed a personal day.”


“And clearly you’re taking one,” I say, reaching to poke one of the rollers in her hair.


Katrina’s career issues are different from mine. She has too much success at her job but not enough respect and credit for it. Her eyes go wide when she finally notices Issac on her lawn, but she’s only surprised he’s here for ten seconds before: “Do you want to do nasty things with him?”


I’m taken aback by her randomness, though I shouldn’t be by now. “Excuse me?”


She points a finger at me. “Correct answer. That was a test. We don’t need you falling for him and ruining your friendship. Especially now that he’s not dating and is emotional.”


“Do I really have to explain platonic love again, Kat?” I ask, annoyed by how often Issac and I have had to defend our friendship because people have seen romance where there wasn’t.


But then Katrina says, “Until you tell me he’s like a brother,” and heat curls in my cheeks. We’re close, but brother feels like something else.


I ignore her and shift to glance at him. He’s still on the phone but waves a hand and smiles at Katrina.


“He’s certainly sexy,” she purrs. “Too bad he’s commitment averse.”


I turn toward her, ask, “You really think he’s sad?”


“Oh, hell yeah,” she says. “Who wouldn’t be if Melinda Martinez cut them off?”


This surprises me. Issac said it was mutual, but is the internet saying something different?


“Anyway, he better start dating again soon,” Katrina tells me. “His image is being tarnished. Some outlets are saying he preached dating with purpose, then proceeded to waste Melinda’s time; others are wondering if she found him hard to love. They have photos of him looking sad on the streets.”
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