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I spot Dr. Ben Loving the moment I step through the door of Two Hearts Café. I’m late, but I don’t bother apologizing as I slide into the seat across from him, shooing him back into his own chair when he tries to stand to greet me. He’s not bad looking, if you’re into the boy-next-door vibe. He’s white with thick brown hair and deep brown eyes, plus a wide smile that’s a little too friendly and charming. Amazing bone structure, I will give him that.


“Campbell, I presume?” There’s no hint of annoyance with me in his tone; it might even be tinged with a hint of humor, but I’m sure it won’t take long for the lightness to slip away and the irritation to take hold.


“Cam. Nobody calls me by my full name except for my grandmother.” Campbell was my grandmother’s mom’s last name. It never sat right with her that her mom gave up her name when she got married, and so Grandmother insisted I carry the name in her honor. Agreeing to bestow me with the moniker is one of the few things my mother did right before she left, according to Grandmother.


Now I am the one forced to obey Grandmother’s whims. Like go on this date, even though we both know my time would be better served working on my latest acquisitions deal or washing my hair.


“Got it. I’m Ben—”


“Loving. I know.” I flip open the menu, my eyes quickly scanning the offerings and landing on something suitable. Normally when Grandmother forces me to go on one of these tedious missions, I at least get a nice meal out of it. But this supposedly charming café was Ben’s choice and I didn’t have the energy to push back. I gesture to a woman standing nearby, wearing an apron and holding a notepad. “Hi, can we order?”


The woman rushes over to the table. She looks to be well into her sixties, the kind of woman who is wearing her age like no woman in my family would, not a lick of Botox to be found on her pale, wrinkled face. Her face is kind, though, her hair a mass of gray curls, and she smiles as she reaches our table. “Good evening, lovebirds. My name is Mimi, and I have the pleasure of taking care of you tonight.”


I flash her a tight smile, deciding it’s not worth it to correct her assumptions about me and this man I just met, a man who I will never see again once I walk out the door in approximately thirty-eight minutes, give or take. “Thanks, Mimi. I’ll have the Cobb salad, no bleu cheese, dressing on the side, and a glass of chardonnay.” I hand her my menu and pull my phone from my bag so I can check my emails while Ben orders.


“Oh, um, I hadn’t quite decided yet, actually,” Ben stammers when it’s his turn. “But I guess I’ll just have the spaghetti. And a glass of red.”


“Fantastic! I’ll be right back with your drinks.” Mimi looks between the two of us as if she’s missing something before toddling away.


“So . . .”


I sigh, setting down my phone and turning my attention to my so-called date. “Look, Ben, I’m sure you’re a very nice guy, obviously smart given the whole doctor thing, and relatively handsome, but let me just be up-front with you here. I’m only on this date to appease my grandmother so she doesn’t write me out of the will and leave our flourishing law firm in the hands of my incompetent asshat of a cousin. I’m not sure how you got roped into this blind date, but I can guarantee you my grandmother only cares about your good genes, which are only important if I were to plan on having kids, which I’m definitely not. So, we don’t really need to do the whole getting to know you song and dance. Let’s just eat our meals in peace and be on our way.”


Ben blinks at me for a second, before the corner of his mouth tilts up in a smile. “Wow. Can’t say I’ve ever been rejected before drinks have even arrived.”


I shrug, itching to turn back to my phone and respond to the messages overflowing my inbox. I have a huge meeting tomorrow morning, one that could secure the firm a billionaire client, so it’s not like these responses can wait long. “I just see no point in wasting either of our time.”


He folds his arms, leaning on the table. “We do have to eat. Is it such a terrible prospect to have a conversation while we share a meal?”


“Or, alternate plan, we can both eat, and I can answer emails while you do whatever it is you need to do for your job.”


His eyebrows raise. “I’m a pediatric surgeon.”


Ugh, Grandmother, really? A pediatric surgeon? So much for that whole don’t have kids if you really don’t want to line she’s always trying to feed me. She’s becoming more obvious in her old age.


“Great, well, I don’t know what kind of workload you bring home with you every night, but whatever it is, feel free to take care of it.” I swipe open my phone.


“I don’t bring work with me on dates.”


“Your loss.” One of the first lessons Grandmother instilled in me was to be ready to work at any possible moment, lest any free time be wasted.


Mimi arrives back at our table just as my need for wine is hitting its highest level. “Here we are.” She gently sets down our glasses in front of us and then instead of returning to her job, decides to stick around. “I just have to say, the two of you make an absolutely gorgeous couple. Truly. You look like you were made for each other!”


I pull my gaze from my phone so I can grimace. I open my mouth to—politely—ask her to bug off, but Ben beats me to it.


“Thank you so much, Mimi. That’s so kind of you.” He flashes her a brilliant smile that, while obnoxious in its warmth, has the desired effect of sending Mimi on her merry little way. Ben takes a large swig of his wine and then, thankfully, lapses into silence.


I take full advantage, firing off responses to ten emails in the time it takes for our food to be prepared and delivered. Mimi lingers, hovering over us and asking if we need anything despite us both saying no the first two times she asked.


When she finally slinks away after neither of us engage, I set my phone to the side.


“Are you going to bless me with your presence?” Ben takes a huge bite of his pasta and meets my gaze head-on.


“I don’t know what you mean, I’ve been here the whole time.”


He finishes chewing and sips from his wineglass. “I guess in the physical sense, sure.”


I stab a tomato with my fork. “I thought I had made my intentions clear.”


“You don’t intend for this to go anywhere. You weren’t exactly subtle.”


“So then where’s the miscommunication?”


He twirls his fork in his bowl of spaghetti. “I don’t understand why we can’t have a conversation if we’re going to be sitting here anyway.”


“Because I have work to do.”


“Do you always have work to do?”


“Yes.”


“When do you take time for yourself?”


“I don’t.”


“That doesn’t seem very healthy.”


“I’m fit as a fiddle, Dr. Loving.” I gesture to his pasta with my fork, lettuce speared on the tip of it. “Dare I say, I might be healthier than you.”


“There’s more to health than the difference between pasta and a salad.” He chugs the last of his wine. “When was the last time you took a vacation?”


“I’ll take a vacation when I retire.”


“I literally save children’s lives for a living and even I take vacations.”


“Some of us are just born with a strong work ethic, I guess.” Though I don’t think I was born this way. So much of my drive can likely be attributed to my burning need to be nothing like my mother, but that is a sentiment I don’t share with anyone, let alone handsome strangers.


Ben sits back in his seat. “I think I’ve lost my appetite.”


“Great.” I raise my hand for the check. I’ll be home earlier than I thought, giving me more time to prep for my meeting tomorrow. It’s essential that we bag this client if we really want to take things to the next level at Andrews & Associates. And by we, I really mean I, as I am the one who has orchestrated this whole deal, and I will be the one to take full credit when it’s solidified, basically guaranteeing the firm will go to me should my grandmother ever decide to retire.


“Leaving so soon?” Mimi gestures to the plates of half-uneaten food. “You haven’t even finished your dinners.”


“Sometimes it’s best just to cut your losses, I suppose.” Ben holds out his hand to accept the check.


Something about his statement feels like a rejection and it sort of stings. Which is ridiculous because clearly I didn’t want to be here in the first place.


Ben studies the check, one of those old-fashioned–looking ones where the server has to write each item in by hand.


I snatch it from his grasp. “Please. Let me.” I pull my wallet from my purse, credit card at the ready, when I realize there’s no total at the bottom of the bill.


Instead, there’s a note.


Tonight, your meal is on me, with the hopes that during the next one you share together, you’ll choose to be present and accept the love that surrounds you. XO, Mimi


I snort-laugh, looking around the restaurant for Mimi so I can tell her I would rather just pay for my meal than endure her passive aggression. But the little gray-haired lady is nowhere to be found, and to be frank, I don’t care enough to waste any more of my time.


I toss the piece of paper back on the table, throw down a fifty-dollar bill, and give a half wave. “I’d say nice to meet you, but I don’t think you’d want to return the sentiment.”


Ben looks at me, his eyes boring into mine like they see way too much. He takes the bill from the table, folds it in half, and slips it into the inner pocket of his blazer. There’s an enamel pin in the shape of a giraffe on the lapel and I wonder if he just came from work too, if—despite his protests—the line between work and home blurs for him as much as it does for me.


But none of that matters because this is the first and only time I will be in the presence of Dr. Ben Loving. I should have known this date was doomed from the moment Grandmother told me his ridiculously on-the-nose name.


Pushing back his chair, Ben stands and gestures for me to exit the restaurant in front of him. His hand finds the small of my back as we make our way through the tables, and I should really hate how my body instinctively leans into the warmth of it.


The moment we step outside, I put as much space as possible between us. “Well, this has been an experience. See you around, I suppose.”


“Take care, Cam.”


I feel his eyes on my back as I walk away, feel the heat of his gaze until the moment I turn the corner, hailing a cab and escaping into the safety of the back seat.


I hardly get any work done for my big meeting that night. I’m distracted by the whole blind date of it all, running the lackluster conversation through my mind on repeat for no discernible reason other than I can’t seem to get Ben out of my head. I fall asleep way earlier than I normally would. The last thing I see in my mind before I drift off is a pair of warm brown eyes and that stupid giraffe pin.
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I know from the moment my eyes pop open that something must be seriously, terribly, god-awfully wrong.


First, I’m tucked in a bed while streams of sunlight pour in through a window. My alarm is supposed to ring long before the sun rises—I squeeze in my prework workout when it’s still dark outside. Even on the rare day I allow myself to sleep past six, my blackout curtains keep out all hints of light. But I’m in a bed dressed with a butter yellow comforter, and that blasted sunlight is streaming through curtains made of a delicate white lace. I’m tucked in bed and everything feels warm and . . . cozy.


It’s gross.


“Where the fuck am I?” I mutter as I toss aside the offensively cheery blanket. “What the fuck?”


Ridding myself of the confines of the not so unpleasant warmth has exposed something even worse. I’m wearing pajamas. Pink polka-dotted pajamas. The old-fashioned kind, with buttons down the front and an adorable little collar. Well, it would be adorable if I were five. Or lived in the ’50s. Where is my black silk slip nightgown? Today is the biggest meeting of my already stellar career—I don’t have time for whatever the hell this is.


The hair on the back of my neck begins to rise.


As I swing my feet to the floor, more details of the room—the jail cell? the torture chamber?—crystalize.


The painting above the bed, a girl riding a mint green bicycle, a bouquet of brightly colored flowers sitting in the basket.


The furniture, all coordinated and—gag—made of white wicker.


The plush armchair wrapped in a floral fabric any grandmother other than mine would covet.


“Maybe I died,” I muse out loud, still talking only to myself. “This must be my own personal version of hell.” Can’t say I’m too surprised that’s where I ended up.


I open the closet, which is lacking my standard lineup of designer suits and structured separates. They seem to have been replaced by dresses. Lots and lots of dresses, in soft pastels with masses of ruffles, nothing like the LBDs I don on the rare occasion I actually go out for something other than a business meeting. I pull out what looks like the least offensive one, a sky blue concoction. At least, it’s the least offensive until I catch a glimpse of the strawberries embroidered all along the front of the bodice.


I drop the offending garment on the plush white carpet.


I spin in a slow circle, trying to absorb all of the pastel-colored nightmares surrounding me. Except it all blurs together like I’m on a carousel from hell.


And then I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror hanging over the dresser.


And I scream.


My platinum, ice blond, took multiple bleachings and even more conditioning hair treatments to achieve, perfectly sharp bob is gone. Instead, I have honey blond hair that hangs past my boobs, highlighted and barrel curled like I’m some fucking cheerleader.


And my face. My face is perfectly made up, my skin airbrushed and blemish free. Which means I slept in my makeup, which as Grandmother taught me at the ripe old age of ten, is one of life’s greatest sins. I press said face closer to the mirror, trying to spot any hint of a breakout, but all I see are rosy cheeks in a shade brighter than I would ever dare to wear and lashes that look fake but somehow seem to be real.


I think I’m going to hurl.


Sprinting toward the bedroom door, I throw it open, not knowing what I expect to see, or even want to see, on the other side. I’m sort of hoping the door will open into the fiery pits of the inferno and I can just leap in and put myself out of my misery.


But no flames swirl on the other side.


It’s just your standard living room, complete with a cushy sofa that looks to be covered in blue and white gingham and a million throw pillows, many of which appear to be crocheted.


I force my feet to move, crossing through the living area into a kitchen that I can’t even digest. Suffice to say the KitchenAid mixer is color-coordinated with the cushions on the chairs surrounding the farm-style dining room table.


It’s the little ties that do me in. The cute little bows keeping those motherfucking cushions in place.


I sink down onto the couch—it practically swallows me whole, it’s so plush and overstuffed. I know enough to know I need to drop my head between my knees and try to steady my breathing, but both are easier said than done. Bending in half is hard when I’m fighting against the quicksand of this sofa and breathing is even harder when I realize I must have lost my damned mind.


Either that or I died in my sleep and am currently in the underworld. And honestly, I’m not sure which is preferable at this point.


The last thing I remember is sitting at my desk in my home office, trying to get some work done. Not exactly a singular memory.


I force my lungs to fill with air.


I was irritated, annoyed. Someone had done something to piss me off.


Again, not exactly an unusual set of circumstances.


I’d been on a date right before. Another one of Grandmother’s setups. This one was cute, but not cute enough to distract me from the work I should have been doing instead.


We said our goodbyes and headed home. I went through my normal nightly routine, slipped in between my five-thousand-thread-count sheets, and fell asleep.


And after that, everything goes blank.


I cautiously raise my head, pretty sure I’m not going to pass out.


Examining the facts always helps, so I review them in my mind once again. I was annoyed by my date, went home, tried to work, went to bed. And then?


And then I woke up in the bedroom of some ’90s teen sitcom.


“Phone. I need my phone.”


I rush back into the bedroom, surprised it’s taken me this long. Most days I wake up already reaching for my cell.


Nothing sits on either of the nightstands. I frantically search the floor surrounding the bed, under the pillows, in the crack between the mattress and the headboard.


Nothing.


There isn’t even a charger plugged into the wall, waiting patiently for its companion.


I dash back into the kitchen. Surely a place like this has a landline. This kitchen screams for a yellow phone attached to the wall, the kind with the long curly cord and the spinner thing instead of buttons.


But there’s no phone there either.


No brick-sized cordless phone rests in a station in the living room. Another cursory search reveals no home computer. No laptop. The only piece of technology seems to be the large flat-screen TV, evidence I haven’t gone back in time to the dark ages. I quickly find the remote and turn it on, desperate for some kind of connection with the outside world. But no Netflix or Hulu icon appears. There’s no guide directing me to more than a thousand different channel options. There’s one channel, playing a movie with a dog and a preacher and a woman in a knee-length swirl of a skirt.


I shove my feet into a pair of fluffy bunny slippers and race to the front door. The outside of my prison is just as prettily pristine as the inside, a green lawn that must take buckets of water to keep alive and flower beds filled with blooms that are actually blooming—something I would never be able to manage in real life.


I turn my head first to the right, then to the left, only to find rows of matching houses on either side, as far as the eye can see.


Pushing open the white picket gate—of course there’s a white picket fence—I cross the street, heading toward what looks like signs of civilization. A block away is a street lined with shops best described as “intentionally charming.” Striped awnings and hand-lettered signs and café patios with tiny tables and matching chairs and umbrellas.


I stop the first person I see, a woman in her midthirties with the same cheerleader curls I now have hanging down my back—someone should tell her she is too old to pull off that hair, but then again, so am I. “Hi, yes, excuse me. Who is in charge here, please?” I don’t normally go full “Karen let me speak to the manager” the moment I encounter a problem, but desperate times and all that jazz.


“Well, hi there!” The woman beams, her voice lilting with the barest hint of a Southern accent. “You must be new in town! Welcome to Heart Springs!”


My mind quickly scans a mental Google map, but I know well enough to know I’ve never heard of any place with such a ridiculous name. “Heart Springs? Is that upstate?”


“Upstate?” Her laugh tinkles pleasantly. “That’s too funny!”


“Is it?” Although this whole thing certainly does feel like a sick joke. “I’m sorry, it is very nice to meet you or whatever, but I really do need to speak with whoever is in charge.”


“You mean the mayor?”


“Sure. Yes. The mayor. Where can I find them?”


“She works in the coffee shop, right over there.” The woman points to the nearest building.


Without stopping to question why the mayor works in the coffee shop, I about-face and rush to the door.


“So nice to meet you!” the woman calls from behind me. “Hope you enjoy your stay!”


Not likely, I think, but don’t bother to say. I wave over my shoulder as I push open the door of the shop, a tinkling bell accompanying my entrance. A flyer for an annual Apricot Faire is posted in the window. Just the thought makes my stomach turn, but I push on, needing answers more than I need a dirty martini after a sixteen-hour workday.


The smell inside the cozy café instantly reminds me that I haven’t yet inhaled my standard double espresso. Maybe the lack of caffeine is responsible for the complete collapse of my brain?


An older white woman zips back and forth behind the counter, humming merrily while she preps for the day.


I wait a whole five seconds for her to notice me. When she doesn’t, I march right up to the counter. “Excuse me?” I keep my voice as measured and polite as possible given the circumstances. So, you know, not very.


The woman startles, her gray cloud of hair bobbing as she jumps. “Oh my! I’m so sorry, I didn’t see you there.”


I manage to lift one corner of my lips in a tight smile. “No problem. I need a double shot of espresso and some information.”


She putters around behind the counter, bringing a pair of reading glasses from the top of her head to her eyes. “A double shot of espresso? Wouldn’t you rather have a vanilla latte or a caramel macchiato? Our special drink of the month is a lavender honey latte and we have pumpkin spice all year round!”


“God no.” My eyes narrow on her as she starts fiddling with the espresso machine, my faith in her abilities to pull me the burst of caffeine I need dwindling. “How about that information while you’re working on that?”


She laughs and it tinkles just like the door chime. I find both sounds equally irritating. “I’m not sure what kind of information I can provide, but fire away.”


“First question is an easy one. Where the hell am I?” I lean both hands on the counter, tempted to vault over the stupidly pink thing and make my own damn espresso.


The woman pulls a tiny mug down from a shelf. “Well, I don’t think there’s any need for that kind of language.”


I wait for her to answer my question, but apparently my use of the word hell has rendered her speechless. I sigh, my thumb and forefinger pinching the bridge of my nose. “So sorry. Could you tell me where I am? Please.”


“Heart Springs, of course!” She packs the ground espresso into its pod, and we finally might be getting somewhere.


“Right. That much I’ve already established. But where exactly am I?”


“Where are any of us, really?”


“That is, in fact, what I’m trying to figure out.”


Her laugh titters once again. “You’re too funny, Miss . . .”


“Andrews. Campbell Andrews. And it’s Ms.” And I’m really not all that funny. I don’t have time for jokes.


The espresso machine roars to life and for a second, all I do is listen to the glorious sound of the rich brew dripping into its cup.


Then the woman turns around, handing me the mug, and for the first time I get a good look at her face. And her nametag.


I almost drop my cup. “Mimi! You were our waitress last night! You left us that passive-aggressive bullshit note on our check!” I look frantically to the corners of the coffee shop, looking for hidden cameras because clearly Punk’d is being revived and I somehow ended up as the first victim. “Seriously, what the fuck is going on here?”


“I have never seen you before in my life, Ms. Andrews.” Mimi’s hands land on her hips. “And I told you there’s no need for that kind of language, young lady.”


I snort. “I’m neither young nor a lady. And excuse the profanity but I’m freaking the fuck out here. I woke up this morning . . .” I hear the words as they come out of my mouth.


And there’s the answer, staring me right in the face.


Duh.


I haven’t actually woken up yet. Clearly this is all some kind of elaborate dream, the meaning of which I will not be examining further once I do actually stir myself from this nightmare.


“Of course, this is all just a dream. It’s all in my head.” I chug the espresso because I’m not one to leave good coffee behind, even if this is all just my subconscious being a royal prick. “Sorry to disturb you, Mimi, won’t happen again. Though I still think your little note from last night was shitty!”


“See you again tomorrow, Ms. Andrews!”


“You definitely won’t!” I push out the front door of the café, this time enjoying a casual stroll back to the kind of house I would live in only in some obscure alternate reality where I believed in love and marriage and happily ever after and “settling down.”


Since I won’t be in this fairy land for much longer, I take in the sights. The wide expanse of green lawn, the picturesque white gazebo, the sunshine that legitimately warms my shoulders. This dream is in high def and I, for one, appreciate my imagination for putting in the work. I can’t remember the last time I had a dream this vivid. Normally the only thing running through my mind whether asleep or awake is obscure case law.


The row of houses I escaped from are all painted in pastel colors with coordinating trim. Mine is pink with a yellow front door, because of course it is.


I’m approaching that beacon of sunshine I left wide open, ready to tuck my apparently beyond exhausted ass back into bed so this dream can come to an end, when the front door of the house to the left of mine bursts open.


A man, white, tall, brown hair, dressed in a matching plaid pajama set I’ve never seen on a real-life human before, runs down the front steps to his white picket fence, his head turning frantically back and forth, much as mine did just a few minutes before.


And that’s when I stop in my tracks because despite the messy hair and stubbled jaw, he’s immediately recognizable.


“Ben?”


His eyes narrow as he takes me in, approaching me slowly like I’m some kind of monster from under the bed and he needs to proceed with caution. I don’t think I was that much of a bitch last night, but whatever.


I am surprised to see him in my dream, though. I didn’t realize he’d left that big of an impression on me.


“Cam?” His voice is hoarse, still thick with sleep. “Where are we? What’s going on? What’s happening?”


I cross the few final steps separating us, patting his arm like it might bestow some comfort. Hmm. Not a bad bulge of biceps he’s got going on there. “Don’t worry. This is all just a dream.”


“A dream?” He breathes a sigh of relief. “Thank god.”


“I know, right? I’m going straight back to bed in the hopes of waking up immediately. Props to you though, not many men make it past date one, and you made it all the way into my subconscious!” I start to head back toward the little pink dollhouse.


“Wait, but if this is your dream, then how am I seeing it too?”


I wave at him over my shoulder. “That’s totally something Dream Ben would say.”


Not that I know him well enough to know what Dream Ben would say, but who cares? This is my dream and I’m putting an end to it right now.


I march up the stairs leading to my front door and right back into the bedroom. I tuck myself into those cozy ass sheets, pulling the comforter up to my chin.


I’ve been “awake” for only about an hour, but sleep pulls me under quickly, my brain confident I’ll be for real waking up in my own bed, my own apartment, and my own life soon.
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I cautiously open one eye, though I don’t even need to do that much to know that somehow, even after what must be hours of extra sleep, I still have not awoken from my dream.


Sunlight once again shines through the lace curtains (what is even the point of lace curtains?). As I climb warily from the bed, I look down to see the same polka-dotted pajamas, and a quick glance in the mirror shows me I’m hair and makeup ready. At least, hair and makeup ready were I rushing a sorority.


I pinch my arm. It stings, and though my nails are short and painted a pale pink, they leave a mark on my skin.


My stomach spins.


Pinching is supposed to be the test, right? If every piece of media ever written abides by the “pinch me” rule, then Dream Me shouldn’t be able to leave a physical mark.


Something has gone seriously wrong.


“I need to get the fuck out of here.”


I rush toward the closet, rifling through until I find a pair of yoga pants and a matching top that I swear weren’t there before. They’re a disgusting Pepto-Bismol pink, but beggars can’t be choosers. Quickly discarding my stupidly adorable pajamas, I yank on my new clothes. There’s a pair of pristine white sneakers in the shoe bin by the front door; I shove my feet in them and am in the front yard less than ten minutes after “waking up.”


I check the yard to my right, but there’s no sign of Ben. I can’t let myself worry about him right now—it’s every woman for herself. I march down the street, prepared to walk however long it takes to get my mind to shake off this dream. I spend an hour every morning on my Peloton and I live in New York; whatever this tiny speck of a dream town has in store for me can’t compete with the step counts I rack up at home.


I don’t let myself think of the alternative—that this isn’t a dream at all. Surely there is no other explanation. There’s no possible way any of this is real. How could any of this be real?


But if it is, if by some slim margin of chance, I’ve somehow found myself transported through a rip in the multiverse, then I am going to find my way out right now. I’m going to walk myself right back to New York City if that’s what it takes.


I need to get back home. Not just to New York, but to my office. I haven’t missed a day of work in years and I’m not about to start.


My stomach sinks as I realize I already missed a day of work, and not just any day—the day with the biggest meeting of my career.


Grandmother is going to kill me. And then fire me. Not sure which is worse.


But there is no way I’m taking this lying down. I will make my way back home and fix this. I’m resolute and determined. Heart Springs or whatever the fuck it’s called didn’t realize what they were signing up for when they took on Campbell Andrews, but they’re about to find out. I have a goal, and I will achieve it. I don’t know how to do anything else.


And yeah, the walk starts to get exhausting. And yes, it seems like despite the straight path, I’m really traveling in a circle. I suppose that’s to be expected when all the houses here look exactly the same. Surely I’m making progress because the slight ache in my thighs means I’ve been walking for a while.


But the road in front of me looks exactly the same as the road behind.


I wish I knew how much time had passed, but in reality, it doesn’t matter. I haven’t reached my destination, and therefore, I have to keep going.


Finally, who knows how many hours later, I spot a sign of life in the form of the mailman. He’s walking down the sidewalk toward me, and it’s like he appeared out of thin air, whistling a jaunty tune as he tucks envelopes into each mailbox.


But I’m so desperate, I don’t even care where he came from or how he got there. I rush to his side. “Hi, excuse me, could you point me in the direction of New York City? I need to get there as soon as possible, it’s kind of an emergency.”


“New York City?” the man exclaims, a wide grin on his face. “Well, I can’t say I’ve ever had the fortune of traveling to the big city, ma’am.”


“Yes, yes, I can’t imagine you would. But surely you know the general direction? Am I at least going the right way?”


“Well now, young lady, I don’t think it would be safe for you to venture out to a place like New York City all by yourself. You should probably turn around and head right back home.” He pats me on the shoulder and moves along the sidewalk, heading in the direction I came from.


“Yeah, see, the whole thing is, I’m trying to get back home. New York City is my home!” I call to his back. He doesn’t turn around, his whistling tune fading the farther he gets from me.


I spin back around and may or may not stomp my foot in frustration before I continue on my way.


Eventually, the sun starts to sink, so if nothing else, time does still seem to function here, wherever here might be. I don’t want to admit it, but the more I walk, the less likely it seems that this might be all in my head. Why haven’t I woken up by now?


I pause for a moment, which is a big mistake. Once my muscles are no longer in motion, they seize up.


“Shit,” I mutter, bending over to stretch.


I need to keep going.


But even I can see this has turned into a fruitless mission. I’ve been walking all day and I’m still in practically the same location I was this morning.


My hands fall to my knees, my head drooping. “Fuck.”


I pull myself up straight, pushing back my aching shoulders.


And I turn around, ready to make the long walk back to what I guess is my new home, down but definitely not out.


Only to see said home is a mere ten feet ahead of me. It’s like I’ve been on a treadmill all day, racking up the step count but making zero actual progress.


I trudge the remaining distance and walk back through the gate I never bothered to close.


“I don’t think this is a dream,” a deep voice says.


I turn to face my neighbor’s house and find Ben sitting on the front porch of his matching home, though his is blue, and I’m really not digging the gendered color scheme here. He’s kicked back in a wooden rocking chair like some kind of little old man, his legs stretched out in front of him and crossed at the ankle like this is just another normal day.


“What brought you to that conclusion?” I’ve been thinking the same thing, but I want to hear his reasons too, in case they’re easy for me to refute.


“I saw Mimi.” He gives me a small smile that is possibly meant to be comforting but isn’t really, given the state of everything around us.


I cross to the fence separating our yards. “What did she say?”


He leans forward, elbows resting on his knees. “That’s between me and Mimi. But you should go talk to her.”


“No thanks.” My legs are begging me to sit down, and I know I need to get inside before they can physically hold me no longer. “I’m still ninety-nine percent sure this is all just a terrible nightmare. Therefore, I’m going back to bed and fully planning on waking up in my own apartment.”


“Good luck with that, sweetheart.” He waves me off with a cocky grin, like he has all the answers and I have none. “See you tomorrow.”


Where was all this swagger on our date? If he’d shown even an ounce of this attitude then, I might have at least taken him home for the night and then maybe none of this would even be happening.


I flip him off as I push through my front door. “See you never.”


SUNSHINE WARMS MY FACE AGAIN THE NEXT MORNING.


I don’t need much more than that to know nothing has changed.


I’m still in Heart Springs.


For the third morning in a row, I’m waking up in a bed that’s not my own, in a place I’ve never even heard of. I haven’t been able to check my email in seventy-two hours, which is seventy-one and a half hours longer than I’ve ever gone before. My grandmother has no idea where I am, and though I know she won’t be fretting about my safety, she sure as hell is going to be pissed at me for screwing up a billion-dollar deal. I’m trapped here, with no way of getting home and no way of calling for help, loathe though I am to admit I need it.


We’ve gone beyond something being not quite right and I’ve been pushed over the edge into an unfamiliar emotion: hopelessness.


I throw off the covers and trudge into the living room. Everything looks just as pristine as it did the day before, and the day before that. My dragging feet carry me to the kitchen, where, luckily, I find an espresso machine waiting.


Espresso you make for yourself is never as good as when someone else makes it for you, but if my only other option is another face-to-face meeting with Mimi, who claims not to know me, then I’ll deal with subpar coffee.


After I knock back the shot, I open the door to the pantry. I don’t think I’ve even eaten anything since being here, and though I didn’t feel hungry before, my stomach is suddenly rumbling. And the pantry is full of my favorite snacks, all the junk food I only let myself indulge in on the rare occasions when I lose a case.


I scoop a bag of Doritos and a sleeve of Oreos into my arms, bringing the goods back with me to the couch. I sink—quite literally—into the cushy sofa, flicking on the TV as I open the cookies.


A woman’s face fills the screen as the TV comes to life. She wears a frilly pastel sundress, much like the ones hanging in the closet in my room. Her makeup is simple and natural, her hair curled and hanging over her shoulders.


I try to change the channel, but despite pushing the buttons on the remote and the TV itself, no other choices pop up.


“Whatever,” I grumble through a mouthful of cookie crumbs.


If I’m going to be stuck here in pastel purgatory, I may as well enjoy the break. When was the last time I let myself sit on the couch and just veg? Probably junior high, but even then, I was busting my ass to make straight As and win every speech and debate competition I could find. My mom would always encourage me to take it easy, enjoy time with my friends and not worry so much about silly things like grades and trophies. Which is how she ended up on the other side of the country working for pennies, tapping out on raising me before I even reached high school, leaving me in the care of my grandmother, who got a chance to fix the mistakes she made with her own daughter. Grandmother isn’t one to make the same mistakes twice, which is how I ended up a partner in our family’s law firm. I’ve never regretted not taking my mother’s advice.


But today, I let myself go with it. Minutes bleed into hours. The only time I move from the sofa is to get more snacks. Luckily the pantry keeps a full stock of options and I sample a little bit of everything.


When the first movie—a story about a brunette PR exec who goes back to her small hometown and falls in love with a bakery owner—ends with the woman giving up her dreams to stay in the small town, I throw a Twinkie at the TV.


Fortunately, I have terrible aim.


Unfortunately, as soon as that movie ends, another one begins.


This one is about a blond talent agent who follows her client to a small-town inn where she gets snowed in and falls in love with the owner.


At the end, she quits her agency—the one she founded—to move in and work with her new husband.


By the time the fourth film wraps, a horrifying realization has dawned on me. The towns in these movies, they look alarmingly like Heart Springs. Everything is bright and colorful and clean. The people sound like they’re in a sitcom from the 1950s. All the conflicts resolve in exactly one hour and forty-two minutes.


And I am the big-city girl—brash and “unlikeable” and with a high-powered job that, according to these movies, is making me miserable and sucking away my chance at true love.


I’m a big-city girl and I’m trapped in a small town.


I sit up straight—or as straight as the cushions will allow me to.


I’m a big-city girl and I’m trapped in a small town.


The opening of this story might be familiar, but I refuse to be the kind of woman who abandons her dreams for the love of a small-town man.


Fuck that.


I wipe the crumbs and cheese dust from my hands. And from the fabric of the pajamas I’ve been wearing all day. And from the couch cushions.


I head into the kitchen with new determination. Ignoring the pantry, I find the junk drawer—every kitchen has one. And this one holds exactly what I need: a notepad and a pen.


I take my tools back to the living room and turn my full attention to the TV.


I spend the rest of the afternoon taking notes, paying attention to the hidden nuances of the stories on the screen, the familiar plot points and recurring characters, the common ways the conflicts resolve. Then I use the rest of the night to make my plan.
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The pink cotton dress has little yellow flowers embroidered along the edge of the sleeves and the bottom hem. It’s something I wouldn’t even have picked out for a niece, if I had any, but combined with my fresh rosy cheeks and blond barrel curls, it creates the perfect look.


I take a deep breath before opening my front door, not sure what to expect from the other side, but knowing I have to greet it with a smile.


I don’t look to my right as I march down the front path and to the white picket gate. I haven’t seen Ben since my failed escape attempt, and for some reason, I almost dread seeing him again more than I do Mimi. He’s the only one here who saw a glimpse of the real me, the only one who might be able to blow my cover. The cover I’ll have to don convincingly if I have any hope of making my way home.


I plaster a grin on my face before I push open the door of the café, the bell tinkling joyfully, mocking me and my total lack of joy. The jingling shouldn’t bother me so much, but it’s an audible reminder of where I am and what I’m about to face.


Mimi is once again behind the butcher-block counter, and once again, there’s no one else here in the shop, the few scattered tables sitting waiting for patrons. The chalkboard menu details the day’s specials, the kinds of coffee drinks with multiple ingredients and more sugar than coffee. Mimi doesn’t look up from her work, studiously ignoring me.


But this time, I know just what she’s looking for. “Mimi! It’s so good to see you again!”


Her eyes narrow briefly as she takes me in from head to toe, my perfect pink dress and wide smile. There may be a hint of approval in her scrutinizing gaze, but that could be wishful thinking. “Good morning, Cam. I’m happy to see you.”


I approach the counter warily, never losing my false façade. “I would love to try one of those honey lavender lattes you mentioned, if you don’t mind.”
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