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IRIS KELLY WAS desperate.


She paused on her parents’ front porch steps, the June sun feathering evening light over the blue-painted wood, and took her phone out of her pocket.


Tegan McKee was desperate.


She typed the words into her Notes app, staring at the blinking cursor.


“Desperate for what, you little minx?” she asked out loud, waiting for something—anything that didn’t feel overdone and trite—to spill into her brain, but nothing did. Her mind was a terrifying blank slate, nothing but white noise. She deleted everything except the name.


Because that was all she had for her book. A name. A name she loved. A name that felt right. A name that Tegan’s best friends shortened to Tea, because of course they did, but a solitary name nonetheless. Which meant, in terms of her second full-length romance novel—the very one her literary agent was already up her ass about, that her publisher had already bought and paid for, that her editor was expecting to land into her inbox in two months’ time—Iris had nothing.


Which meant Iris Kelly was the one who was desperate.


She glanced up at her parents’ front door, dread clouding into her belly and replacing the creative panic. Inside that house, she knew what awaited her, and it wasn’t pretty. Her mother’s dentist, perhaps? No, no, her gynecologist more likely. Or, maybe, if Iris was really lucky, some poor sap who wanted to be there even less than Iris—because Maeve Kelly was nearly impossible to resist once she set her mind on something—and Iris and the aforementioned sap could commiserate over the absurdity of their situation.


Hell, maybe Iris could get some content out of it.


Tegan McKee was on a date. She hadn’t planned the date, nor did she recall being asked out.


Iris froze with one foot on the step and opened up her Notes app again. That actually wasn’t too bad . . .


“Honey?”


Iris dragged her eyes from that infernal blinking cursor—Why the hell don’t you want to go on a date, Tegan?—and smiled at her mother and father, now standing in the open doorway, arms around each other, marital bliss causing their faces to glow in the summer light.


“Hey,” she said, tucking her phone away. “Happy birthday, Mom.”


“Thanks, sweetheart,” Maeve said, red and gray-streaked curls bouncing into her face. She was a round woman, with soft arms and hips, and a hefty bosom Iris herself had inherited.


“More gorgeous every year, she is,” Iris’s dad said, kissing his wife on the cheek. Liam was tall and lithe, pale red hair ringing the shiny bald spot on top of his head.


Maeve giggled, and then Iris watched as her parents started full-on making out, which included a flash of Liam’s tongue and the definite, not-so-surreptitious slide of his hand down Maeve’s ass.


“Jesus, you two,” Iris said, stomping up the stairs and averting her eyes. “Can you give it a rest at least until I get in the house?”


They pulled away from each other but kept the obnoxious grins.


“What can I say, love?” Liam said, his Irish accent still fully in place even after forty years in the States. “I can’t keep my hands off the woman!”


More kissing noises commenced, but Iris was already past them and heading into the house. Her younger sister, Emma, appeared with her four-month-old, Christopher, hidden under a nursing wrap, which Iris assumed meant the baby was attached to one of Emma’s boobs.


“God, are they at it again?” Emma asked, chin-nodding toward the front door, where Maeve and Liam whispered sweet nothings in each other’s ears.


“Are they ever not?” Iris said, hanging her bag on the hook in the foyer. “But at least it’s distracting Mom from—”


“Oh, Iris!” Maeve called, pulling her husband into the house by the hand. “I have someone I want you to meet.”


“Fuck my life,” Iris said, and Emma grinned.


“Language,” Maeve said, then hooked her arm through Iris’s.


“Isn’t there a dirty diaper in need of changing?” Iris asked as her mother dragged her toward the back door. “A filthy toilet I could scour? Oh, wait, I just remembered I’m late for a pap smear—”


“Stop that,” Maeve said, still tugging. “Zach is perfectly nice.”


“Well, if he’s nice,” Iris said.


“He’s my spin class instructor.”


“Oh, fuckity fuck.”


“Iris Erin!”


Maeve shoved her onto the back deck, which was how she found herself sitting next to Zach, who, thirty minutes later, was busy extolling the virtues of CrossFit training.


“You never really know how far your body can go, what it can do, until you push it to the edge,” he was saying.


“Mm,” was all Iris had to say back. She sipped a Diet Coke, cursing her mother’s habit of saving the wine for the meal, and looked around for a savior.


Liam was silent at the grill, a stalwart of That’s none of my business, so he’d be absolutely no help. She loved her father, but the man was complete trash for his wife, bending heaven and earth for the woman whenever possible. Which meant Maeve sprung these “dates” on Iris nearly every time the family got together, and Liam would simply smile, kiss Maeve on the cheek—or make out for ten minutes as the case may be—and ask what she wanted him to grill for said blissful occasion.


Emma was currently sitting across from Iris at the redwood patio table, her red hair cut into a sensible, advertising executive bob, smirking at the whole situation. Emma thought her mother’s setups were hilarious, and she also knew Iris would never, in a million years, go for someone Maeve dragged home.


Mostly because Iris hadn’t gone for anyone at all in over a year.


“Have you ever done HIIT?” Zach asked now. “Feels like you’re going to die while you’re in the throes, but whew, what a rush!”


Emma snorted a laugh, then covered it by patting her newborn on the back.


Iris scratched her cheek with her middle finger.


Meanwhile, Aiden, Iris’s brother and the eldest of the three Kelly siblings, was running around in the backyard growling like a bear, chasing his twin seven-year-old daughters, Ava and Ainsley, through the dusky golden light. Iris seriously considered joining them—a good game of tag seemed like a better way to spend an evening than this tenth circle of hell.


Of course, Iris had expected this. Just last month, at a gathering to celebrate Aiden’s move from San Francisco to Portland, Iris had found herself seated next to her mother’s hairstylist at dinner, a lovely lavender-haired woman named Hilda who led off the conversation by asking if Iris was a fan of guinea pigs. Iris then spent the next week wasting at least five thousand words on her novel as Tegan wandered around looking for a meet-cute in a PetSmart. She’d ended up scrapping the whole thing, then promptly blamed her mother for the horrible inspiration.


“You know that stuff will kill you,” Zach said, nodding toward her soda and smiling wryly, showing all of his perfect teeth. He was a white guy—blond hair, blue eyes—but he was also vaguely . . . orange. Iris had to bite back a reply about tanning beds and skin cancer.


“Oh, see if you can get her to drink more water, Zach,” Maeve said as she came outside with a tray of homemade veggie burgers for the grill.


“Water is really the only thing I drink,” he said, leaning his elbows on his knees, admittedly impressive biceps flexing. “That and the occasional cup of green tea.”


“Jesus Christ,” Iris said, chugging back some more soda.


“What was that?” Zach said, leaning closer to her. His salty-piney cologne washed over her—a tsunami rather than a gentle wave—and she coughed a little.


“I said cheese and crackers,” she said, slapping the table and standing up. She tugged at her cropped green sweater, which just barely covered her midriff. “I think we need some.”


“Cheese and crackers, cheese and crackers!” Ava and Ainsley both chanted in between giggles and squeals from the yard, where Aiden had them both hoisted over his broad shoulders. Their long auburn hair nearly brushed the grass.


Aiden deposited the girls on the top porch step, and Iris immediately pounced, grabbing their tiny hands with her own. She moved so fast, she imagined she looked like a vulture descending from the sky, but honestly, she didn’t care. She would one hundred percent use her adorable nieces to get her out of this situation.


“I can get it, honey,” her mother said, depositing the platter of burgers into her husband’s hands and moving back toward the door.


“No!” Iris yelled. She slapped on a smile and softened her voice. “I can do it, Mom, you take a load off.”


And with that, she pulled Ava and Ainsley into the house, walking so fast their gangly legs nearly tangled with hers. She managed to get all three of them inside without ending up in a heap on the floor and bustled the two little girls into the kitchen through some carefully curated tickles.


Aromas of baking bread and sugar greeted them. Emma’s husband, Charlie, was mashing potatoes in a giant blue ceramic bowl, forearms flexing, while Aiden’s wife, Addison—resplendent in a belted shirt dress and ruffly apron—laid strips of pastry over what looked like a rhubarb and strawberry pie. It was like a fucking Norman Rockwell painting in here.


Iris waved at her siblings-in-law, then quickly located the charcuterie platter on the butcher block island her mother had already prepared. She immediately stuffed a rectangle of cheddar in her mouth, then spread a smear of brie onto a sesame seed cracker before dipping the whole thing into a tiny stainless steel cup full of locally sourced honey.


“Easy,” Addison said as the twins reached for their own snacks. “Don’t ruin your appetites.”


Iris stuffed another delectable, meal-ruining square of bliss into her mouth. Addison was nice, and she and Iris had always gotten along okay, but the woman still dressed the twins in matching outfits, braided their hair in the same styles, and ran a mommy blog about how to balance style with efficiency in the home. She also had a tiny long-haired chihuahua named Apple, cementing their only A-names allowed household.


Not that there was anything wrong with any of that, but Iris, whose apartment was an amalgam of mismatched furniture and housed a drawerful of various sex toys in both of her nightstands, was never quite sure how to bond with her sister-in-law. Especially when Addison said shit like Don’t ruin your appetites to kids eating tiny cubes of cheese.


Iris made a point to slather the honey extra thick onto her next cracker. Conveniently, this also meant her mouth was practically glued shut when her mother bustled into the kitchen, eyes aglow and fixed on Iris.


“So?” Maeve said. “What do you think?” Behind her, both Aiden and Emma, along with baby Christopher, spilled into the room.


“Yeah, Iris, what do you think?” Aiden said with a smirk, popping a square of pepper jack into his mouth.


Iris glared at him. Growing up, she and Aiden had been pretty close. He was only two years older than she was, and he worked as a designer at Google. He and Iris were both creative, both prone to dreaming, but ever since he married Addison and became a dad, they hardly ever talked except at family events like this one.


Not that Iris didn’t understand—he was busy. He had a family, kids to feed and mold into responsible human beings, a spouse. He was needed, while Iris spent most of her time lately staring up at her dust-covered ceiling fan wondering why the hell she ever thought writing was the correct career choice after she closed her paper shop last summer.


“What do I think about what?” Iris said, playing ignorant.


“I think he’s cute,” Emma said, swaying while Christopher dozed in her arms. He squirmed a little, wrinkled eyes closed, mouth a tiny adorable rosebud.


“You would,” Iris said to Emma. Emma was . . . well, she had her shit together. Always had. Three years younger than Iris, she’d married the perfect man at twenty-four, already worked her way to junior executive at a lucrative advertising agency in Portland by twenty-six, and popped out a kid at twenty-seven. Incidentally, this timetable had always been her plan, from age sixteen when she skipped her sophomore year and made a perfect 1600 on her SATs.


“There’s nothing wrong with being health conscious,” Emma said. “I think someone like that would be good for you.”


“I can feed myself, Em,” Iris said.


“Barely,” she said. “What did you have for dinner last night? Potato chips? A Lean Cuisine?”


Needless to say, Emma and Addison were BFFs and co-chairs of the Perfect-Women-Who-Have-It-All club. Iris imagined it as an elite group that probably met in an opulent, password-guarded penthouse apartment, where all the members brushed each other’s gleaming hair and called one another names like Bunny and Miffy and Bitsy.


“Actually,” Iris said, popping a green olive into her mouth, “I fed on the repressed tears of uptight women who need to get laid, thanks very much.” She eyed Charlie. “No offense.”


He just laughed, cutting cubes of butter into the potatoes, while Emma’s mouth puckered up in distaste. Iris felt a twinge of guilt. Unlike Aiden, she and Emma had never been close at all. As a kid, Iris had relished the idea of being a big sister, and there were myriad pictures of the precious Emma—the youngest, the surprise blessing, the completing jewel in the Kelly family crown—cuddled in Iris’s arms. As the years passed, their roles shifted, the line between older and younger sister blurring, as Emma always seemed to know the answer, the right behavior, the correct choice, a split second before Iris did.


If Iris figured it out at all.


“Iris, really,” her mother said, taking Christopher from Emma and patting his back. “Your father and I worry about you,” Maeve went on. “All alone in your apartment, no roommate, no steady job, no boyfriend—”


“Partner.”


Her mother winced. Maeve and Liam Kelly, both survivors of Irish Catholic upbringings, had always accepted Iris’s bisexuality with open arms and hearts—even going so far as to set her up with Maeve’s queer, guinea pig–loving hairstylist—but they still got trapped in heteronormative language sometimes, particularly when all of Iris’s siblings were straight as fucking arrows.


“Sorry, honey,” Maeve said. “Partner.”


“And I have a job,” Iris said.


“Writing those SEAs or whatever you call them that you don’t even experience?” Maeve said.


Iris gritted her teeth. No one in her family had read her first novel yet. It wasn’t out until the fall, and Iris’s family members weren’t exactly the romance-reading types. Fantasy, her mom called the genre back when Iris first fell in love with the books as a teenager. “Real romance takes work,” Maeve had said, then promptly stuck her tongue down Liam’s throat.


“HEAs, Mom,” Iris said. “Happily Ever After.”


Maeve waved a hand.


“Shittily Ever After,” Aiden said, getting a couple of beers out of the fridge and handing one over to Charlie.


“Daddy said shit!” Ava said.


Aiden winced while Addison glared.


“Syphilis-ly Ever After,” Charlie said, popping his beer open.


“What’s syphilis?” Avery asked.


Aiden guffawed. “Septically Ever After.”


“Aiden,” Addison said.


“Fuck you both very much,” Iris said.


“Iris!” Addison said, her tone like a middle school teacher, then promptly ushered her daughters out of the kitchen.


“Barn animals, all of you,” Maeve said, covering one of Christopher’s tiny ears. “Iris, all we’re saying is that we worry about you being all alone.”


“I’m fine,” Iris said. Her voice shook a little, belying her words, but that’s what a family ambush will do to a person. She was fine. Sure, she’d had to close her paper shop last year—she still designed and sold her digital planners out of her Etsy shop, but no one bought paper enough these days. Once Iris started offering digital planners, the brick-and-mortar aspect of her business suffered. It was a difficult call, but it was also exciting. After a few months of feeling a bit adrift, Iris decided to try her hand at writing romance. She’d always loved reading and had long dreamed of penning a book of her own. Turns out, she was a pretty decent writer. She banged out a story about a down-on-her-luck queer woman who had a life-changing encounter with a stranger on a New York subway, then kept running into the same woman all over the city in the unlikeliest of places. She got several offers from agents and went with Fiona, who was the perfect blend of ruthless and nurturing, and sold Until We Meet Again to a major romance publisher in a two-book deal. Granted, she didn’t sell it for a killing or anything, but Iris had enough money in savings to keep her afloat, and her Etsy sales brought in a steady stream of cash.


But of course, the dissolution of her business only made her mother freak out even more about her future, and Maeve considered writing a hobby more than a stable job. The fact that Iris hadn’t dated anyone seriously in over a year didn’t help. Iris imagined Maeve dedicated many hours a day to envisioning Iris dying poor and alone.


For Iris, the blatant lack of romance in her life was wonderful.


No drama.


No heartbreaks from partners who couldn’t deal with the fact that Iris didn’t want to get married or have kids.


No lies from people who claimed Iris was the most wonderful creature they’d ever met, only to find out from their sobbing spouse that they were fucking married with children.


Iris shook off the memory of the lying, cheating, asshole Jillian, the last person she’d let into her heart, thirteen months ago. Since then, she’d contented herself with writing about romance and had simply removed dating from the equation, along with conversation, phone number exchanges, and any sort of scenario that left room for I’d like to see you again.


There was no again. No second date. Hell, what Iris had been doing with people she met on apps and in bars for the last several months wouldn’t even qualify as a first date.


Which was exactly the way Iris wanted it.


Because, if she was being honest, romance novels were a fantasy. Not that she’d ever admit that to her mother, but that was what she loved about them. They were an escape. A vacation from the harsh reality that only zero-point-one percent of people in the world actually got a for-real HEA. Stories like her mom and dad’s, romances that lasted forty years, meet-cutes where the couple accidentally picked up the other person’s luggage after an international flight to Paris—that shit wasn’t real.


At least, it wasn’t real for Iris Kelly.


For Tegan McKee however . . .


“Iris!” Maeve screeched, jolting Iris out of her brainstorming and startling poor Christopher awake.


“Sorry, Jesus,” Iris said, then took Christopher from her mother and kissed his bald head. He reached a hand toward her, yanking on her long hair. Iris smiled down at him. He was fucking cute.


“See?” Maeve said, beaming at Iris. “Isn’t it wonderful to hold a baby in your arms? Now just imagine your own—”


“Oh my god, Mom, stop,” Iris said, then handed Christopher back to Emma.


“I’m sorry, sweetie,” Maeve said. “But all I’m saying is that someone who’s ready to settle down might be good for you. Zach told me he’s tired of dating.” She widened her eyes like she’d just revealed government secrets. “So are you!”


Iris rubbed her forehead. As usual, her well-meaning mother hit the mark just left of the bull’s-eye. “I’m doing fine by myself, Mom.”


“Oh, honey,” Maeve said, looking at her with big you poor thing eyes. “No one is fine by themselves. Look at Claire and Astrid. They’re happy now, aren’t they?”


Iris frowned. “Just because they both have partners who make them happy doesn’t mean they weren’t happy before.”


“That’s exactly what it means,” Maeve said, and Emma nodded, because of course she did. “Since she and Jordan got together, I’ve never seen Astrid Parker smile so much in the twenty years that I’ve known her.”


“That’s just Astrid,” Iris said. “She was born with resting bitch face.”


“Point,” Aiden said, jutting a carrot stick into the air before biting off half. He was well acquainted with Astrid Parker’s fierceness, as she’d eviscerated him on their high school debate team when he was a junior and she a mere freshman.


“And my point,” Maeve said, grabbing the second half of the carrot stick out of her son’s hand and throwing it at him before fixing her Concerned Catholic Mother eyes back on Iris, “is that all this gallivanting around, seeing a new person every week, avoiding adulthood, isn’t healthy. It’s time to get serious.”


Silence filled the kitchen.


Get serious.


Iris had grown up hearing one version or another of that very phrase. Get serious when she got suspended her junior year of high school for getting into a verbal match with the assistant principal in the middle of a packed cafeteria about the archaic dress code. Get serious when she told her parents she wanted to study visual art in college. Get serious when Iris dreamed of turning the doodles in her journals and notebooks into a custom planner business. Get serious for the entirety of her three-year relationship with Grant, enduring constant questions about marriage and babies.


See, Iris liked sex. A lot. In her family’s minds, she was promiscuous, which, even with her parents’ best efforts at progressive thinking, still made her mother’s mouth pinch and her father’s fair Irish cheeks burn as red as his hair. Not that she shared many details with them about her personal life, but Iris was never very good at keeping her feelings or opinions to herself.


“Honey,” Maeve said, sensing Iris’s hurt. “I only want you to be happy. We all do, and—”


“Here’s where you’re all hiding,” Zach said, his blond head appearing in the doorway. He stuffed his hands in his jeans pockets, which were so tight, Iris was amazed he could fit one finger in there, much less five. “Can I help with anything? Liam said the burgers are nearly there.”


“Wonderful,” Maeve said, brightening and clapping her hands together once. She eyed Iris meaningfully. “Iris, will you and Zach set the table for us?”


Another thing Iris wasn’t very good at? Subtlety. Call it the product of a childhood as the quintessential middle child, call it a flair for drama, call it an inability to be serious, but if Maeve wanted Iris and Zach to couple up, then who was she to deny the woman her dearest wish on her birthday?


“Oh, we absolutely will,” Iris said. “But first, I have a very important question for Zach.”


He lifted a blond brow, a sly grin on his face. “Yeah? What’s that?”


Iris smoothed a hand over her hair, tugging on one of the tiny braids plaited through her dark red locks like she did when she was nervous, a tick her mother knew full well.


Maeve tilted her head.


Iris took a deep breath.


Then she yanked the moonstone ring from her left index finger and went down on one knee, presenting the ring to Zach with both hands.


“Here we go,” Aiden said.


“Oh no,” Emma said, pressing her eyes closed.


“Zach . . . whatever your last name is that I will happily take as my own upon our union,” Iris said, “will you marry me?”


“Iris, for god’s sake,” Maeve said, dropping her head into her hands.


“Um . . .” Zach said, backing up one step, then another. “Wait, what?”


“Don’t break my heart, Zachie,” Iris said, making her eyes as wide as possible, lifting the ring into the light.


“Iris, come on,” Emma said.


Behind her, Iris heard Charlie snort-laugh.


“I . . . well . . .” Zach continued to splutter, his orange-toned skin deepening into russet. He took another step toward the living room and fished his phone out of his back pocket, squinting at the screen. “Oh. Wow. You know what?”


“Early meeting tomorrow?” Iris asked from her place on the hardwood floor. She stuck out her lower lip in a pout. “Family emergency?”


“Yes,” he said, pointing at her. “Yes, exactly. I’m . . . this has been . . . yeah.” Then he turned and bolted out the front door so fast, a cologne-soaked breeze fluttered the ferns in the entryway.


The sound of the door slamming shut echoed through the kitchen as Iris got to her feet and calmly slipped her ring back into place.


Her family watched her with partly amused, partly annoyed expressions on their faces, which was pretty much her childhood captured in a single scene. Wild-haired, nail-bitten Iris, up to her usual antics.


Despite this familiarity, Iris’s cheeks went a little warm, but she simply shrugged and reached for another cube of cheese. “I guess he wasn’t ready to settle down after all.”


Her mother just threw her hands into the air and finally—dear god, finally—opened a bottle of wine.
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ADRI AND VANESSA were making out.


Not that anyone else sitting in Bitch’s Brew in the middle of downtown Portland would notice—the two were hiding behind a battered edition of Much Ado About Nothing—but Stevie knew the signs. Adri’s pale fingers were grasping the orange cover just a little too tightly, and her mermaid-green hair, just visible over the top of their barricade, bobbed ever so slightly with the motion of her . . . well.


Anyway.


Stevie eyed the happy couple from her spot behind the espresso machine, black apron tied around her waist, batting a rainbow-hued streamer out of her face while she finished up a flat white. She and Adri used to do the exact same thing—up until about a year ago—giggling and kissing like teenagers in a coffee shop behind whatever screenplay they were studying at the time.


“Didn’t she come here to talk to you?” Ren asked. They were sitting at the bar, two different cell phones lying in front of them, along with a sleek silver laptop and a large glass of cold brew.


Stevie shrugged. “I think that’s what she said.”


Stevie didn’t think—she knew. Adri had definitely texted her this morning and asked if she could stop by Bitch’s on one of Stevie’s breaks so they could chat. Granted, this wasn’t exactly out of the ordinary. She and Adri were still friends. Best friends. Vanessa was Adri’s new girlfriend as of a month ago and, incidentally, also one of Stevie’s best friends. Ren, the fourth member of their little queer crew that had bonded together during freshman orientation at Reed College and hadn’t let go in the ten years since, worked remotely at Bitch’s nearly every afternoon.


Stevie knew this situation wasn’t unusual in queer communities. With such tight-knit groups, cemented together because of sheer numbers and shared experiences, it was pretty common for friends to have slept with each other once or twice, or at least engaged in a kiss or two. Still, Stevie and Adri had been together for six years—from senior year of college to . . . well, six months ago—and while Stevie had agreed when Adri instigated their breakup and everything had been mutual and mature and all that adult shit, Stevie wasn’t quite prepared for Adri to jump into bed with one of the very people on whose couch Stevie slept when she first moved out of Adri’s apartment.


She should’ve chosen Ren’s couch.


But Ren, god bless them, lived in a luxury apartment in Portland’s most expensive neighborhood, which also meant their place was the size of a toaster. It was immaculately decorated, all the finest linens and furniture, but their king-size bed took up the entire bedroom—for real, they didn’t even have a nightstand—and a single love seat and coffee table made up the whole living space. It was all very Ren, who either invested in high-end stuff or went without.


But this was fine, because Stevie had found her own place, just a block from Bitch’s where, yes, at twenty-eight, she still worked in between auditions and any roles she actually managed to land. Which, lately, wasn’t many. Her most recent acting job had been nearly a year ago, a modernized remake of The Importance of Being Earnest in Seattle, where she played Gwendolen and got decent reviews, resulting in absolutely zero interest from other directors.


Needless to say, she was in a bit of a rut. Ren, a publicist for an ethical clothing company, said she simply needed to remake her brand. Whatever the hell that meant. If Stevie had a brand, it was an underwhelming amalgam of anxiety and childish dreams she couldn’t seem to relinquish.


How very inspiring.


“They’re extremely unclassy,” Ren said, glancing at Adri and Vanessa with a white stylus pressed to their cheek, head tilted elegantly. Ren’s apartment wasn’t the only thing that was immaculate. They were dressed in a three-piece gray suit, purple-and-green paisley tie, and three-inch purple heels. Their hair—black, short on the sides and long on top—coiffed and swirled upward in a way that would make Johnny Weir jealous. Their makeup was also perfect, silvery-purple eyeshadow, winged liner, shimmery lavender lip. Ren was Japanese American, nonbinary, pansexual, and the single coolest person Stevie knew.


Stevie laughed, shaking her curly fringe out of her face. She knew Ren loved Adri and Vanessa just as much as she did, but, yeah, she wouldn’t mind if they took their little midday make-out sesh elsewhere. She had a feeling that the Shakespearean fortress was for her benefit—don’t show PDA in front of the ex—but it wasn’t exactly successful.


“They’re fine,” Stevie said, even as she thought the opposite. Ren eyed her, their quintessential I’m calling bullshit expression firmly in place. Stevie waved a hand and loaded the hopper with more glossy espresso beans. “It’s fine, Ren.”


“Okay, sure, whatever you say, Stefania.”


“Oh, bringing out the full name, I see,” Stevie said. “I must be in trouble.”


Ren shrugged. “I’ll bring out your middle name too if you don’t grow more of a goddamn backbone.”


Stevie’s stomach pinched and she looked away. She knew Ren didn’t mean to be harsh. They understood—better than anyone, lately—that Stevie’s struggles with Generalized Anxiety Disorder were very real, but Ren tended to have a tough love approach to things, which, sometimes, made Stevie even more anxious.


Not that she’d ever tell Ren that.


“They’re dating, Ren, what do you want me to do?” she asked.


“I want you to bring someone into the Empress and stick your tongue down their throat in front of Adri,” Ren said calmly, tapping at something on their phone. “That’s what I fucking want you to do.”


The idea was so preposterous, Stevie couldn’t help but laugh. The Empress was Adri’s theater and they all loved it dearly—small, all-queer right down to the gaffer. Stevie had acted in nearly every production when Adri was first getting it off the ground, but about a year ago, she’d sworn off community theater. Adri hadn’t been happy, but she’d understood—if Stevie was ever going to make a living off of acting, she had to go for bigger roles, bigger theaters, bigger exposure.


Lot of good that had done her lately.


“Who would I even make out with?” Stevie asked. She couldn’t decide what was more unbearable—thinking about her flailing career or her nonexistent love life.


“Ever heard of a dating app?” Ren asked, a smirk on their face.


Stevie shuddered.


“A bar?” Ren said.


Stevie pretended to nearly throw up.


Ren laughed. They both knew Stevie was horrible at talking to people she didn’t know, bordering on disastrous. Extreme anxiety made her literally nauseous, and nothing triggered that lovely symptom more than trying to charm a beautiful stranger.


“Okay, fine,” Ren said, picking up their cold brew, “but something’s got to give, or else you’ll end up watching former lovers metaphorically bang in your place of employment for the rest of your life.” They jutted their thumb toward Adri and Vanessa, who were now making out with such gusto, the screenplay had fallen and Adri’s hands were tangled in Vanessa’s lustrous hair.


Stevie’s stomach, jerk that it was, leaped into her throat and set up shop. It wasn’t that she wanted Adri back. She didn’t. They had fizzled out long before they officially broke up, and deep down—way the hell deep down—she was happy for her two best friends if they wanted to be together.


But goddamn.


Just once, she’d love to be the one doing, instead of the one watching.


“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”


Stevie startled as Bitch’s Brew’s owner, Effie, came up next to her. She was dressed all in black, as usual, and her thick Cockney accent always seemed to make her sound pissed off.


Granted, this time, she was pissed off.


“Oi!” she yelled in Adri and Vanessa’s direction. “This ain’t a fucking brothel, you two.”


Adri and Vanessa sprang apart. Vanessa fumbled with the screenplay, which she’d clearly only just realized had fallen from her fingers, and opened it back up to a random page. Adri just laughed and ran a hand over her chin-length hair, that dimple Stevie used to kiss at night before bed pressing into her pale skin. Her lipstick was bright red, as always, but now it was smeared all around her mouth.


Stevie mimed wiping her lips with the back of her hand.


“Sorry, Effie,” Adri said, taking Stevie’s cue and pressing a napkin to her mouth. “You know how it is.”


“The fuck I do,” Effie muttered, then went back to the tangled string of rainbow-colored lights in her hands. Bitch’s Brew’s normal decor was dark and cozy—shelves full of colorful bottles and jars, lots of potted plants scattered about, vintage posters depicting recipes for home remedies using mugwort and sage and feverfew. But now, with Pride month officially begun, Effie brought out her full queer witch, dousing the place in rainbow flags and lights. She also offered seasonal drinks like Pansexual Pistachio Cold Brew, which Ren was currently enjoying.


“Get these untangled, will you?” Effie said, thrusting the lights into Stevie’s arms. “And handle your mates. I’ll take over the bar.”


“Sure,” Stevie said while Ren narrowed their eyes at her. Stevie gave them a befuddled look and came out from behind the counter. Effie was her boss—what did Ren expect her to do, refuse to comply with a hearty fuck you? Easy for Ren to say—they already had their dream job that paid six figures and included a wardrobe allowance.


“Hey,” Adri said as Stevie approached.


“Is now a good time to talk?” Stevie asked.


“Yes, absolutely,” Adri said, except there were only two chairs at this table, and Vanessa was in one of them.


Silence reigned for a split second.


An awkward, fuck-Stevie’s-life kind of silence.


She adjusted her simple black tee, feeling suddenly plain and underdressed. Vanessa Rivero-Domínguez was the single most beautiful person Stevie—or most people—had ever seen. She had dark, impossibly shiny hair, high cheekbones, a mouth that looked like it was designed for pouting, Disney-princess eyes, and a voluptuous figure she knew how to dress. Stevie once witnessed a middle-aged white man run headfirst into a lamppost on the street because he was checking her out.


Needless to say, the fact that Adri’s first girlfriend after Stevie—whose wardrobe consisted mostly of youth-sized thrift store T-shirts with things like Oak Elementary Believes Kindness Counts printed on them—ended up being their goddess-like best friend didn’t do much for Stevie’s self-esteem.


Stevie cleared her throat.


“Oh shit, sorry,” Vanessa said, standing up and gathering a pile of papers she seemed to be grading before she’d locked mouths with her girlfriend. She taught Latin American literature at Reed, so she was yet another full-blown adult in their foursome, and a literary genius at that. “I need to get back to campus anyway.”


“Bye, babe,” Adri said, lifting her chin for yet another kiss.


Vanessa complied—Stevie tried not to notice Adri’s pierced tongue briefly getting into the mix, she really did—then whispered, “Let me know how it goes.”


“I will,” Adri whispered back.


“Go easy on her,” Vanessa said to Stevie as she slung her messenger bag over one shoulder. Her long wavy hair got caught in the strap, and it seemed like everyone in the café watched, open-mouthed, as Vanessa worked the glossy tresses free. “She’s desperate.”


“What?” Stevie frowned, glancing between her two friends.


“Van,” Adri said. “I was going to try and butter her up with a scone or something first.”


“Stevie can get her scones for free,” Vanessa said, leaning in to kiss Stevie’s cheek. “Good to see you. Like I said, go easy on her.”


And with that declaration, Vanessa squeezed Ren’s shoulder in farewell, then all but flounced her way out the door and into the cloudy June afternoon, Bitch’s patrons’ eyes trailing her as she went.


Stevie looked at Adri.


Adri smiled.


“So,” Stevie said.


Adri waved toward the now-vacant chair. “Sit down, will you?”


“As long as you help me untangle these lights, or I may have to sic Effie on you.”


“God, anything but that,” Adri said, lifting her coffee mug to her lips. The drink had to be cold by now, but Adri never minded cold coffee.


Stevie slid the chair around to the opposite side of the table—no way was she same-siding it with her ex, best friends or not—and plopped the lights onto the table. Adri leaned forward and grabbed a knot, working the wires with her long fingers.


“How’s it going lately?” she asked, eyes on the lights. “Had any auditions?”


Stevie hated this question. The answer was always yes. She was a relentless auditioner, constantly spanning Portland all the way up to Seattle. She’d even driven to Vancouver two months ago. The real question was not whether she’d auditioned, but whether she was landing parts.


Which was a definitive and depressing no. Granted, she didn’t really cast her net very widely. She knew she needed to expand, maybe even get the hell out of the Pacific Northwest, go to LA, New York, Chicago, but the thought of taking those trips alone, much less moving, made her stomach feel like it just might take up permanent residence outside of her body.


“Here and there,” she said, keeping her gaze on the colorful bulbs. A perfectly satisfying, if vague, answer.


“So you’re not working a show right now?” Adri asked.


Jesus. Adri always did like to say it plain. Stevie never knew how to say anything plain.


“Um, well, no, not right now. I’m—”


“Oh thank god,” Adri said, blowing out a breath and sort of crumpling onto the tabletop for a second. Then she sat up, posture totally straight. “Sorry. Van’s right. I’m a little desperate here.”


Dread filled Stevie’s gut. Auditions. Roles. She knew where this was going.


“Adri,” she started, but Adri leaned forward and grabbed her hands.


“Please,” she said. “I need you.”


“I told you, I’m done with community theater.”


“I know, I know, and I get it, Stevie. I really do, but the Empress . . .


she’s in trouble.”


Stevie paused. “What?”


Adri pressed her eyes closed. “I’m in trouble. Rent has skyrocketed, I can barely pay my staff, and with inflation, people aren’t going out to shows as much anymore. All that on top of our somewhat niche take on things, the Empress is suffering.”


Adri Euler was the only female theater owner in the city, not to mention the only lesbian theater owner. For the last several years, she’d worked hard to get the Empress off the ground, a tiny venue just south of downtown, and had managed to staff a few regular actors while leaving room for community roles in every production. The Empress specialized in queer interpretations of classics—gender-bent, swapped, and inverted, as well as trans, lesbian, gay, bi, pan, ace, and aro character arcs woven into familiar cishet plots.


The Empress was a queer institution in Portland. A safe space, a community. A home for many.


“I had no idea,” Stevie said.


“Because I’ve only told Vanessa,” Adri said.


Stevie nodded, but she couldn’t help feeling a pang of loss. She was no longer Adri’s confidante. And while Vanessa and Adri had always been close, it still stung to hear Stevie was now an outsider when it came to Adri’s emotions.


“Right,” Stevie said.


“But I’ve decided to turn this next production into a fundraiser. We’re doing Much Ado.”


Stevie tilted her head, smiling. Adri smiled back and, for a second, the last six months hadn’t happened. The last six years, even. Instead, they were best friends who hadn’t yet crossed into romance, sitting in that crappy apartment with the ant problem that the four of them shared senior year. Stevie and Adri were sprawled on the plaid couch they’d found on the street and doused in three bottles of Febreze, reading through Much Ado in order to “reimagine” the iconic play for their senior thesis.


“This would be so much better if everyone was queer,” Stevie had said, reading yet another of Beatrice’s diatribes at Benedick. “Take out the toxic masculinity, add a little good old-fashioned gay yearning, and—”


Adri had slapped her hand onto Stevie’s leg. They looked at each other, both of their eyes wide, and that was it. Adri kissed her—really kissed her, for the first time—and they spent the weekend huddled together, nitpicking every line, blocking out every scene, and noting facial expressions to turn the play into something funny and familiar, yet entirely new.


A few years later, the Empress was born.


“Always a crowd-pleaser,” Stevie said now.


“Exactly,” Adri said softly, squeezing Stevie’s fingers. “And we’re going all out—a sit-down dinner on closing night after the final performance, a silent auction, you name it. Except . . . I need butts in the seats for this to work. I need people to buy tickets to even be able to put it on.”


Stevie pulled her hands free. She couldn’t think straight while being touched. Never could.


“And?” she said, going back to a particularly stubborn knot in the wires.


“And,” Adri said, “I need you to play Benedick.”


Stevie closed her eyes. She fucking loved Benedick. He was an asshole, sure, but playing him as a queer person, opposite a queer Beatrice . . . well, there was no doubt that would be quite a show.


“You’ll bring in our supporters,” Adri said. “The community loves you and, fine, go ahead and deny it, but Stevie Scott is a name in this town.”


Stevie scoffed. If she was a name in Portland’s theater world, she wouldn’t be sitting in a coffee shop with a potentially degrading swear word in the name, untangling rainbow twinkle lights for a cranky practicing witch from Liverpool.


“You are,” Adri said firmly. “You’re an amazing actor, you’ve done dozens of shows all over this town, ninety percent of them to rave reviews. With you on the bill, we could pull the crowd we need.”


Stevie didn’t look at her. Couldn’t. She knew if she did, she’d cave and say yes, and hell, who was she kidding? She was going to say yes anyway. No was never a very easy word for Stevie when it came to Adri, when it came to anyone, really. She could handle the little stuff—do you want a soda, have you seen this movie, do you like onions on your pizza—but the big stuff, the stuff that caused disappointed expressions and down-turned mouths . . . yeah, she sucked at that part. Her anxiety would flare, and she’d spend the next week convinced her friends hated her, she’d die alone and miserable, and wasn’t worth a damn to anyone. Then, when said friend or family member eventually got ahold of her to tell her that, no, of course they didn’t hate her, why in the world would she think that, her anxiety would crest once again, convincing her that she was terrible at understanding people and could never trust her own brain to make heads or tails of any social situation.


Easier to simply say yes.


So that’s exactly what she did.


“Oh my god, thank you,” Adri said as soon as the “Okay” was out of Stevie’s mouth. She leaped out of her chair, nearly knocking over her mug, and launched across the table to gather Stevie into a hug.


And Stevie found herself sort of . . . melting into the embrace. Adri still smelled the same—the rainwater lotion she used, cinnamon from her toothpaste—and the smoothness of her cheek against Stevie’s was almost too much. Stevie very nearly nuzzled her, for god’s sake, and it wasn’t because she was still in love with her ex.


She simply hadn’t been touched in so long. Ren wasn’t much of a hugger. Their comfort usually came in the form a slap on the back, along with an admonition to suck it up. And while Stevie had told Adri and Vanessa she was one hundred percent fine with their blessed union—she was, goddammit—she hadn’t really touched either of them since they started dating. She hadn’t touched anyone, and now, with Adri’s cinnamony breath in her ear, her skin sort of . . . woke up.


She turned her head, just a little, ready to give in to the urge to press closer. She just needed—


“Hey, hi, wow, what’s going on here?”


At the sound of Ren’s voice, Adri pulled back, laughing awkwardly even as she held on to Stevie’s hand. Stevie blinked the café back into focus, winced as Ren glared down at her.


“Stevie here has agreed to be my Benedick,” Adri said, totally oblivious to Ren’s dagger eyes.


“Has she now?” Ren said, their voice dripping with sarcasm.


The glaring continued.


Adri, however, remained clueless. She gathered her things together, tossing the copy of Much Ado into Stevie’s space. “I need to get going.” She stood and slung her bag over her shoulder. “Stevie, auditions for the other roles start next week. Let’s get together soon and talk about some logistics?”


“Yeah,” Stevie said, still slightly dazed. “Okay.”


“I’ll text you,” Adri said, then headed for the door. As soon she stepped outside, she nodded and said something to someone off to the left. Suddenly, Vanessa appeared, launching herself into Adri’s arms. The two kissed, linked arms, and disappeared down the street, Adri gesticulating wildly in that way she did when she was excited.


Guess Vanessa didn’t need to get back to campus all that soon after all.


“Holy shit, did you just get played,” Ren said, falling into Adri’s now-empty chair, lifting their drink to their mouth.


Stevie turned back to look at her friend. “You heard all that, did you?”


“Oh, I did. Hearing like a bat,” Ren said, gesturing to their ears, which were loaded with tiny studs and hoops.


Stevie sighed. “It’s not like I have anything better to do right now.”


“You keep telling yourself that.”


“It’s a play,” Stevie said. “It’s exposure.”


“Same town, same stage. What’s it been? Ten years?”


Stevie shook her head. She and Ren had had this conversation many times—Ren wanted Stevie to branch out, move to a bigger theater city. Stevie was terrified to do so. Etcetera, etcetera.


“Okay,” Ren said, waving a hand, short nails painted black as always. “Fine. You’re doing the play. Save the Empress. Great. None of us want it to go under. What I’m more concerned with is . . . what the fuck was that? A cuddle? A snuggle?”


Stevie groaned and dropped her head into her hands. “I know. It was bad.” She looked up abruptly. “Did Adri notice? Do you think she could tell?”


Ren winced. “I mean . . . I could see her face and she didn’t look like she was ready to nuzzle back, I’ll say that.”


“Shit,” Stevie said. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”


“It’s fine,” Ren said. “She was too distracted by roping you into yet another career-stalling role to be too concerned.”


“That’s not what she’s doing.”


“I know she doesn’t mean to do it, but it’s still what she’s doing.”


Stevie rubbed her forehead. “I’m just a little lonely. Like for physical stuff.”


“You mean horny.”


Stevie blushed. “Call it whatever you want, but that’s all this is. I haven’t been out with anyone since Adri and I—”


“Hold up.” Ren presented a hand. “No one?”


“You know I haven’t, Ren.”


“I mean, yeah, I know you haven’t dated anyone, but I didn’t realize you hadn’t even, like, had a dating app hookup or anything.”


Stevie gave them a look. “Really? You do know who you’re talking to, right?”


Ren grinned. “Okay, by hookup I mean sharing a nice meal and going for a walk through the park, followed by a cuddle on the couch while watching While You Were Sleeping, possibly concluding with a little French kissing. You know, a Stevie-style hookup.”


Stevie plunged her head back into her hands. “God, I’m fucking pathetic.”


Ren laughed, pulled down Stevie’s hands. “You’re not. You’re just terrible at one-night stands. There are worse things to be.”


Stevie nodded. Ren was right. She was awful at one-night stands, but she wanted to be different, even if just once, to prove that she could. That she wasn’t the friend left behind sniffing her ex’s neck at the first sign of physical affection. That she could meet a stranger she liked, talk to them without embarrassing herself, kiss them, fuck them, and say goodbye. She liked sex. A lot. That was never the problem. It was building up to that point with someone she barely knew that she could never handle.


But she wanted to.


“Okay, so help me,” she said.


Ren lifted a perfectly sculpted brow. “Help you do what?”


“Have a one-night stand.”


Ren’s eyes widened. “I’m not exactly an expert.”


This was true. Ren had certainly had their share of hookups, but they preferred an actual dating relationship as opposed to fevered one timers.


“Yeah, but you know how to talk to strangers,” Stevie said. “Charm them. How to act like a person who knows how sex works.”


Ren laughed. “Okay, well, when two people like each other, sometimes, they’ll take off their clothes and—”


Stevie threw an empty straw wrapper at them. “You know what I mean. Come on, even my therapist thinks I need to do this,” she said.


“Keisha told you to go have a random hookup?”


“Not in so many words. She said I should take a friend with me and ask someone out in a bar. To, you know, get more comfortable in that atmosphere.”


Ren’s brows popped at that. “How long ago did she issue that prescription?”


Stevie winced. “Four months?”


“Jesus.” Ren sighed, looking at Stevie through narrowed eyes. “All right. I’ll help you. But let’s do it tonight before you lose your nerve. Knowing you, you’ll get a good night’s sleep and come to your senses.”


Stevie nodded, nerves sparkling through her belly. “Okay. Fine. Tonight.”


Ren lifted their glass to seal the deal. Stevie clinked Adri’s coffee cup against Ren’s but didn’t drink it. No way in hell was she toasting her impending one-night stand with her ex’s cold coffee.









[image: Illustration]


BY THE TIME Iris escaped the birthday dinner from hell, it was nearly ten o’clock. The meal had dragged on and on, and her mother insisted that everyone play at least one round of Scrabble before leaving, which turned into three, because Aiden couldn’t handle the fact that Emma was incapable of losing a word game and kept calling for rematches.


Iris endured it all, particularly after her theatrics, as Emma called them, had caused her mother to drink not one, but two glasses of Pinot Noir at dinner. Iris had never known her mother to consume more than a sip or two of alcohol in a single sitting, and the resulting hiccups were both comic and worrying.


Still, when Maeve brought up Grant’s impending wedding as soon as Emma’s final letter tile hit the triple word score, bringing game three to a merciful end, Iris had had just about enough.


“Yes, Mother, I got the invitation,” she said, scooping tiny wooden letters off the dining room table and into the velvet bag while her siblings gathered their sleeping children from the living room. She’d always known her ex, Grant, would get married eventually. He’d dreamed of a big family, wanted to grow old on a front porch, snapping peas at twilight surrounded by grandchildren, so it wasn’t like Iris was all that surprised to receive the thick ivory invitation in the mail a few weeks ago.


“Her name is Elora,” Maeve said, taking a sleeping Christopher in her arms so Emma and Charlie could collect the amalgam of shit needed to keep a baby alive for an evening. “What kind of name is that?”


“A nice one,” Iris said brusquely, packing everything away in the Scrabble box and jamming on the lid.


“Odd, if you ask me,” Maeve said. “Not as nice as Iris.”


“Mom,” Iris said, pushing her fingers into her temples. “Please don’t.”


“I’m just saying, you two were great together,” Maeve said.


Iris pressed her mouth flat. More and more lately, coming over to her parents’ house felt like undergoing a root canal—she felt exposed, judged for her choices, and left with a fierce need for some self-medication.


“You talking about Grant?” Aiden said, a passed-out Ava propped on his hip and probably drooling on his shoulder. “God, I miss him.”


“We all do,” Maeve said. “I felt like I lost a son when he and Iris broke up.”


“Thanks, Mom,” Aiden said, rolling his eyes.


She swatted at his arm. “Oh, you know what I mean. He was a keeper, that one.”


Iris slipped the game into the sideboard, alongside several other board games, and tried not to scream.


“I wonder what his fiancée is like,” Aiden said. “Bet she’s hot.”


“Who’s hot?” Addison said, appearing in the doorway, holding Ainsley’s hand. The little girl was nearly asleep on her feet.


“Um,” Aiden said, and their mother grinned.


“Grant’s fiancée,” Iris said, smirking at Aiden’s betrayed look.


Addison barely batted an eye though. “Oh, she is. I Instagram-stalked her when we got their wedding invitation.”


“You did?” Maeve said. “What’s she like?”


“Here, I’ll show you,” she said, pulling her phone out of her pink cashmere coat. “She’s gorgeous. And Grant looks so happy.”


The family huddled around Addison, quickly joined by Emma and Charlie, all of them oohing and aahing over Grant’s perfect new life in Portland with his perfect new dream woman.


Iris stood alone and wished for an asteroid to collide with earth.


“My god, these two will have such beautiful babies,” her mother cooed, clasping her hands to her chest as she ogled the screen.


And that was the last goddamn straw.


Without a word to anyone—her father had long disappeared into his study for some peace and quiet and, honestly, fuck the rest of them—Iris grabbed her coat and bag from the rack in the foyer and slipped out the front door. She didn’t dare slow down but headed straight for her Subaru parked on the curb, started the engine, and peeled down the street so fast, she was positive she left tire marks on the asphalt.


At this time of night, the two whole stoplights in Bright Falls were blinking yellow, so she didn’t stop until she parked outside her apartment building in downtown. She shut off her engine, but then flopped her head against her seat instead of getting out. She glanced up at her unit’s window on the second floor—she hadn’t left any lights on. She always forgot to do that when she left for the evening, but tonight, for some reason, the idea of walking into her place in the dark, alone . . . it all felt like a bit too much.


She dug her phone out of her bag and texted the group chat.


Iris: You won’t believe what my mother did tonight


She waited for someone to respond. The chat’s name was currently I’ve Got a Queery, but it changed on the regular, usually because Iris was bored or sitting at home alone while everyone else participated in their domestic bliss and—she could admit it—she was vying for some attention.


She stared at the screen.


Nothing.


She tried again.


Iris: Actually you probably would believe it


Iris: I think I might be engaged to a fitness icon. It’s unclear


She added a bicycle emoji, followed by a diamond ring, still to no avail.


There was a time when their group chat was on a constant stream, hardly quiet for even an hour. Iris knew it was to be expected for things to take a little longer these days—everyone was coupled up, living together.


Everyone but Iris.


Her throat went a little tight and she gave herself a mental slap, then set her thumbs to work again.


Iris: ALL RIGHT LOVERS, CODE RED OVER HERE!


Then, finally, a response. Iris ignored the way her heart literally fluttered in her chest with relief.


Astrid: Stop yelling


Iris: I am most certainly not yelling. I’m cajoling


Delilah: You’re yelling


Iris: Astrid and Delilah agreeing, well, my my
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Claire: Were they cute, at least? Your mom’s setup?


Iris: He was orange. And hated Diet Coke


Jordan: That stuff will kill you


Iris: Wait, Jordan . . . are YOU actually a spin instructor named Zach?


Astrid: I sure as hell hope not


Jordan: I have a confession . . .


Iris smiled, then started tapping out her next pithy reply when an email notification from Fiona popped onto her screen.


“Shit,” Iris said, wincing as she tapped on her email app. She shouldn’t even read it. While her agent worked at all hours of the day, Iris knew it was perfectly acceptable for her to delay her own work until the morning, but she was a glutton for punishment.


Hey Iris, Fiona’s email started, I wanted to check in and see how the novel was coming along. Are we still working through the ornithologist on a Caribbean island idea?


Oh, Jesus, no, they were most definitely not still working through that idea. While a hot bisexual scientist who studied birds was appealing, Iris knew zilch about poultry and, honestly, didn’t give a shit about the mating habits of parrots.


I’m here for brainstorming if you need it, but a gentle reminder that getting this book in on time will be the best bet for building your brand. We want book two to release no later than a year after your debut.


Iris stared at the screen. She’d heard all of this before. The romance world moved fast, the fans hungry for more and more, and while Fiona had assured her that they could ask her editor, Elizabeth, for an extension, it really behooved Iris’s career to keep things moving.


Simon—Jordan’s twin brother and a literary fiction writer—had been absolutely appalled at the timeline. His lot took years to pump out a single two-hundred-page novel that then won them Booker prizes and spots on the National Book Award longlist.


If you’re struggling, Fiona’s email went on, I’ll tell you what I tell all my clients dealing with a block—take a break. Do something creative that has nothing to do with writing. Take a pottery class or learn how to make sushi. Anything that’s low stakes and gives your brain the space to come up with something brilliant!


Iris glared at that hopeful exclamation point, but Fiona’s idea wasn’t all that bad. She could think of a few low-stakes creative activities she’d like to engage in right now, though none of them involved a class. After the dating ambush tonight, followed by the shaming of Iris’s way of life that seemed to be a new family tradition, Iris would welcome a distraction.


A human-shaped, no-strings-attached distraction.


Iris: Anyone up for an impromptu night out?


Astrid: It’s ten-thirty


Iris: So that’s a no for Astrid


Jordan: I go where my woman goes


Iris: Thrilling life you two lead


Claire: I’ve got to open the store in the morning—my manager’s on vacation


Iris: I assume that means you’re also out, D?


Delilah: Look, I’m VERY comfortable with my current situation, as Claire is . . . never mind


Claire: BABE
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Iris: No, please, keep going. Fodder for my dead-on-arrival novel


Delilah: I swear to god, if my admittedly mind-blowing love story ends up in one of your books, Iris, I will connect all of your freckles with a Sharpie while you’re sleeping. I have a key to your place, I’m not afraid to use it


Iris: “Delilah Green didn’t care about anyone and consistently forgot the names of the women she slept with. Until she met Claire Sutherland.” I like it. Catchy


Astrid: Laugh out loud!


Delilah: Astrid, use a damn emoji, and Iris, I’m buying a fresh pack of markers


Claire: Babe, she would never


Iris laughed. It was true, she would never, but she did find it extremely unfair that Astrid and Claire, her best friends of twenty years, both had fairy-tale love stories. She was happy for them, of course, but Jesus, what amazing rom-coms both of their lives would make.


Iris: Fine. Go to sleep, you geriatric romantics


She swiped out of the chat and tapped on Simon’s name, forgoing texts altogether.


“You’d better be dying.” His voice was languid, like he was either asleep or tipsy.


“I’m alive and well,” Iris said. “Sorry to disappoint.”


“Stranded?”


“Nope.”


“Being held at gunpoint?”


“I kicked him in the balls and got away.”


“Then to what do I owe the horror?”


“Wow, you sure know how to make a gal feel special.”


Simon grunted. “Sorry. What’s up?”


“Are you in the city?” she asked.


“Yeah,” he said cautiously. “Why? Or do I even want to know?”


Iris smiled. “I need a wingman. Are you up for it? Please say you’re up for it, because if you’re not, I’m going to show up at Emery’s apartment with a suitcase and a pillow and a whole hell of a lot of comfort food, and you know how Emery likes to keep their place nice and tidy.”


He laughed. “I guess I’m playing wingman tonight, then.”


“Good answer, my darling,” Iris said, starting up her car, then plugged in her phone so the call came through the speakers.


“You doing okay?” Simon asked.


Her throat went suddenly tight. Simon had this way about him, a tender manner of speaking that seemed to cut through all of Iris’s jokes and make her question everything—was she actually okay?


“Yeah,” she said. “I’m great.”


“Uh-huh.”


She sighed. “Just family shit. I need to blow off some steam.”


“And by steam, you mean . . .”


“Yes, Simon, I want to have sex with someone, okay? Happy?”


He laughed. “I mean, I already had sex tonight, so, you know, you get yours.”


“Okay, brag.”


She ended the call, thinking about how she was a mere half hour from getting lost in a crowd of people in a club. She could let the music propel her around a dance floor, the dim lights making everyone and everything look beautiful and dreamy. Hopefully, she’d meet someone who’d help her forget about her novel, her family, the creeping loneliness she sometimes felt when her friends were all coupled up and tucked in for the night.


She gripped the wheel as she sped down Main Street toward the state roads that would lead her to I-205. And when she’d told Simon she was fine, she was great even, it didn’t even feel like a lie.
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