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      Well, frak, Penny Popplestone thought as she stared at the couple who’d just sauntered past the window of the coffee shop. Why does this keep happening to me?


      She couldn’t believe it—and yet at the same time, she could absolutely believe it, because apparently she was forever doomed to date unfaithful men.


      She had discovered her last boyfriend was cheating on her only a month after she’d picked up her entire life in Washington, DC, and moved across the country for him. And before that, she’d been cheated on by both her college boyfriend and her high school boyfriend. She’d had four whole boyfriends in her life, and as of this moment, every single one of them had turned out to be unfaithful. A perfect 0-4 record.


      She must be cursed. There was no other explanation for it.


      The bell on the front door of the shop jangled as Kenneth, her current—soon to be ex—boyfriend, strolled in. The very same Kenneth who had canceled their plans for tonight because he had to go out of town for work. And who, instead of being out of town, was in Penny’s favorite coffee shop with his arm around another woman.


      The gall. The absolute gall.


      She’d call it almighty stupidity on his part, except she wasn’t supposed to be here tonight either. Her knitting group usually met here Monday nights, which Kenneth knew very well. But this Monday one of the members had an art show, which Kenneth also knew, because he had declined Penny’s invitation to be her plus-one. What he didn’t know was that Penny had called the group at the last minute and asked if they wanted to meet tonight instead.


      There was no reason for him to suspect Penny would be at Antidote on a Friday night. And yet, here she was. Witnessing his indiscretion with her own eyes. Like fate had set her up for a punking.


      Fortunately, Kenneth’s attention was so wholly consumed by the woman with him that he hadn’t even noticed Penny sitting with her friends at the big orange couch in the far back corner. He was too busy nuzzling his nose into his date’s silky blonde hair as his hand stroked her tiny, taut butt through her skintight dress while they waited in line.


      He’d never behaved that way in public with Penny. Not that she would have wanted him to—public displays of affection were bad manners. But it might be nice if he’d at least tried. Of course, Penny’s butt was neither taut nor tiny, and she certainly didn’t own any skintight dresses. Not with her size sixteen figure.


      Kenneth had always claimed to like her curves, but he’d never liked them enough to feel them up in public the way he was doing with his skinny blonde date.


      The baby hat Penny had been knitting for her cousin lay forgotten in her lap as she reached up to touch her coarse red hair. Every morning she spent thirty minutes attacking it with blow dryers and flat irons to torture the curl out of it, but she could never get it as smooth and shiny as the blonde’s hair looked. She’d never been that skinny either, even during her years of chasing fad diets and exercise crazes.


      Penny’s friends continued to chat and knit around her, as oblivious to Kenneth’s presence as he was to theirs. Cynthia, the one having the art show Monday, was venting about the challenges of managing caterers and publicity for her show, and the others’ attention was focused on her. It was just as well. If they knew, one of them might decide to confront him, and Penny didn’t want a scene.


      What she wanted was to not have this happening to her here of all places, in front of her friends. Antidote was her place. She lived just a few blocks away and worked out of her apartment, so she walked here almost every weekday for her morning coffee break. Which Kenneth also knew, because this was where they’d first met.


      She’d been sitting at her usual stool at the counter two months ago, enjoying her usual midmorning nonfat latte, when he’d come in for a triple espresso and asked if the seat beside her was taken. They’d chatted for almost half an hour, and she’d been thoroughly dazzled by his British accent and charming manners by the time he went back to work. Every day for a week after that, he came into Antidote at the same time to see her again. On the fifth day, he asked her out to dinner, and they’d been together ever since.


      It had all seemed so romantic. So perfect. Except for the fact that Kenneth worked late a lot and traveled out of town nearly every other week. Which, in retrospect, probably should have clued her in.


      Penny was definitely cursed. Either that or deeply stupid, to keep falling for one cheating man after another.


      Her throat tightened as she watched Kenneth lean over to whisper something in his date’s ear. Whatever he said made the blonde blush and giggle. His hand curled protectively around her waist, and she leaned into him, resting her head on his shoulder.


      Penny blinked as her throat burned. She was about five seconds from crying, and she needed to get somewhere private before that happened. Calmly, so as not to arouse any suspicion, she set aside her knitting, excused herself, and hurried to the bathroom.


      There were two stalls in the ladies’ room and fortunately both were empty. Penny chose the larger one and slid the bolt home as tears welled in her eyes. Her vision blurred as she peered at the lidless toilet seat. Whatever. She could cry just as well standing up.


      Kenneth had lied to her. How long had it been going on? How many times had he lied to her before this? Had he ever gone out of town for work, or had it all been an elaborate ruse? One that she’d fallen for hook, line, and sinker. She felt like such a chump.


      For all she knew, he’d been seeing this woman for a long time. Maybe even before he’d asked Penny out.


      Oh, God. What if he was cheating on this other woman with Penny?


      A moan escaped her lips at the thought. How could she have been so dumb? So trusting? You’d think she would have learned to be more cautious after the last time—the last three times. To recognize the signs. But apparently not.


      She heard the creak of the bathroom door opening and clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle her sobs. She was almost positive Kenneth hadn’t seen her, and she didn’t think any of her friends had noticed anything wrong. Hopefully it was just some stranger coming in to pee.


      “Hello?” said a male voice that definitely did not belong to Kenneth. It took her a moment to place it.


      “Caleb?” He was one of the baristas who worked there—and not just any barista, but the superhumanly hot barista she’d had a shallow crush on for months.


      “Yeah.”


      What was he doing in here? She sniffled and scrubbed at her eyes. “This is the women’s restroom.”


      “I saw you get up when Kenneth came in with that woman.”


      Wonderful. Now Hottie Barista knew what a pathetic chump she was. Perfect. Of all the people who could have witnessed her indignity, it had to be him. She tore off a strip of toilet paper and blew her nose.


      “You okay in there?” Caleb asked, sounding uncomfortable. Which made two of them.


      “Of course I’m not okay. My boyfriend is a cheating creep.”


      “I’m sorry.”


      The pity in his voice filled her with anger. As if it wasn’t bad enough that Kenneth had cheated on her and lied to her, he had to make her humiliation public by parading that woman around in front of people who knew her. Penny’s throat closed up in panic as she wondered how many times he’d done it before. Maybe he brought women here all the time. Maybe all the employees knew her boyfriend had been making a fool of her.


      “Did you know?” she choked out.


      There was a long pause. “Yes.”


      “I can’t believe it,” Penny moaned. Her wad of tissue was soaked through already. She dropped it into the toilet and tore off another length. “I’m such an idiot. Did they come in here all the time? Did everyone know but me?”


      “I don’t think so. I only saw them once before. Malik was working that night too, but he was in the back when they came in.”


      Well, that was something. At least she’d be able to look the rest of the staff in the eye. It was only Caleb who’d known and done nothing to warn her. Which wasn’t all that surprising. He’d always acted distant and a little aloof. She was shocked he’d even bothered to check on her.


      “How long ago?” she asked him.


      She heard his feet shuffle on the tile floor, but he didn’t answer.


      “How long?”


      “About a month ago,” Caleb mumbled.


      A month? A choking sob bubbled up from Penny’s throat, and she bit down on her lip.


      “Penny?”


      “What?” She felt trapped, like the walls were closing in on her. She needed Hottie Barista to leave. She needed to not be having a breakdown in a public bathroom stall. But mostly, she needed Kenneth to not be a lying, cheating scumbag. Or else she needed to go back in time and never agree to go out with him in the first place. That would be okay too.


      “Can I do anything?” Caleb asked.


      “You can leave me alone to cry in private, thank you very much.”


      “Okay,” he said. “Sorry.”


      Penny heard the bathroom door close and buried her face in her hands, sobbing even harder than before.


      Too late, she realized she should have asked Hottie Barista if Kenneth was still out there. She had no idea how long she needed to keep hiding in here. Maybe she could slip out the back door. She could make up an excuse and text the knitting group, apologizing for running out. She could say she’d gotten sick—no, they might think it was the cookies she’d brought. She could say she’d left the oven on. That would do it.


      She was already fumbling her phone out of her purse when the bathroom door opened again.


      “Penny?” her best friend Olivia said. “Are you okay?”


      “Yes, I’m fine.” She tried not to sound like she’d been crying, but the fact that her voice came out like a drowning frog sort of gave her away.


      “Open the stall.”


      Penny slid the latch back and pulled the door open a crack. She could tell by the look on Olivia’s face that she knew. “Did you see him? With that woman?”


      Olivia shook her head, her ash-blonde hair falling across her face as she dug around in her big black purse for a packet of Kleenex. “Hottie Barista came and told me,” she said, handing Penny a fresh tissue.


      “Awesome.” After months of basically ignoring her, why had he picked tonight of all nights to suddenly take an interest in her? Penny blew her nose and Olivia handed her another tissue.


      “I’m sorry your boyfriend’s a dickless weasel.”


      Olivia had been the best thing about moving to Los Angeles. The two of them had been friends online for six years before they’d wound up living in the same city. They’d both been obsessed with the TV show Sherlock in college, and had spent hours on Tumblr picking apart the episodes, reading fan fiction, and swooning over Benedict Cumberbatch. That two-year hiatus after the cliffhanger ending of “The Reichenbach Fall” had been agony, but it had cemented their friendship. Their Sherlock obsessions had faded in the intervening years, but they’d remained friends as they each moved on to other interests—although they hadn’t met in person until Penny moved to LA a year ago. She never would have survived her first few miserable months here if it hadn’t been for Olivia.


      “Are they still out there?” Penny asked.


      “No, they got their coffee to go and left.”


      Thank goodness for small favors. At least she wouldn’t have to hide in the bathroom all night while Kenneth and his other woman lingered over their drinks and gazed lovingly at each other.


      “Why does this always happen to me?” Penny asked, dabbing at her eyes. “What’s wrong with me?”


      “Nothing’s wrong with you. You’re awesome.”


      “Well, something about me sure seems to make men want to cheat on me, because it keeps happening over and over again. Do I give off some kind of pheromone that says please cheat on me?”


      Olivia tried to push the door open wider, and it bounced off Penny’s arm. “Come out and wash your face.”


      Penny shook her head. “I don’t want to. I want to stay here and be miserable.”


      “I know you do, but it’s a toilet, Pen. It’s gross in here. Come out and be miserable around people who love you. Cynthia’s getting a bottle of your favorite wine for the table and I’ll buy you a chocolate cupcake.”


      “I can’t eat a cupcake, I already had a cookie.”


      Penny was strict about her sugar intake and the Antidote cupcakes were humongous. One of them was like a week’s worth of sugar.


      “You just found out your boyfriend is a cheating asshole. You can make an exception this once and eat a damn cupcake. You know you want to.”


      She did want to. Even though she knew it would just make her feel even worse later. Part of her wanted to feel bad though. A gluten stomachache would really drive home just how miserable her life was.


      Penny came out of the toilet stall and washed her face at the sink. The crying had left her pale skin bright pink, which brought out the green in her hazel eyes. Her mascara had smeared, making her look like the Winter Soldier, but Olivia produced a makeup remover wipe from her purse and helped her clean it up. Olivia’s purse was like a mini Rite Aid. She always seemed to have whatever anyone needed at any given moment: ibuprofen, lip balm, concealer, antacids, a granola bar. If you needed it, it was probably in Olivia’s purse.


      Once she was presentable again, Penny followed Olivia out of the ladies’ room and back to the orange couch. Everyone had put their knitting away, and Cynthia was at the register talking to Roxanne, the manager. Caleb was at the espresso machine making a drink. His eyes flicked to Penny when she came out and then away again quickly.


      “Honey, come here,” Vilma said, opening her arms. Olivia squeezed Penny’s arm and went to join Cynthia at the register.


      Penny sank down on the couch and crumpled into Vilma’s embrace. She was the oldest member of the knitting group, a middle-aged schoolteacher with two teenage sons, and she gave excellent, motherly hugs.


      “What an asshole.” Esther scowled under her thick brown bangs as she leaned back in her chair across from the couch. “Bringing that woman here when he knows you come here all the time. He deserves a kick in the balls.”


      Esther had never been shy about expressing her opinions or standing up for herself. Penny wished she could be more like her. She never would have let a guy like Kenneth make a fool of her.


      “It was like he wanted to get caught.” Esther’s best friend Jinny shook her head, tossing her dark straight hair over her shoulder. She was tiny, and Korean, and always perfectly made up, from her shiny eyeshadow to her coordinating nail polish. “Maybe he did. Maybe the guilt was eating him alive, and he was hoping you’d see him and put him out of his misery.”


      Jinny was an optimist like Penny who always tried to see the best in everyone. But even though she was skinny and beautiful, she’d been cheated on by her last boyfriend too. Maybe the problem wasn’t Penny. Maybe the problem was men.


      Except Jinny had a new boyfriend who was sweet and perfect and would probably never cheat on her. Esther had a boyfriend too, and Penny couldn’t imagine anyone daring to cheat on her. And Vilma and Cynthia were both happily married. The only single woman in the knitting group was Olivia—and Penny would be joining her in spinsterdom as soon as she had a chance to dump Kenneth.


      “Or maybe he’s just an arrogant prick who thinks he can get away with anything and never suffer any consequences,” Esther suggested, leaning forward for one of the cookies Penny had brought.


      Penny always baked homemade treats for knitting. She loved to bake, but she only allowed herself one sweet treat per day, so she gave away the spoils of her labors. Technically, you weren’t supposed to bring food into Antidote since they sold pastries sourced from a local bakery, but Penny had special dispensation since she was friendly with the manager and always brought extras for the employees.


      “Wine’s on the way,” Cynthia announced, coming back with six wineglasses. She looked like one of the Dora Milaje from Black Panther with her close-cropped hair and tall, slender figure. Except Cynthia was a children’s illustrator who mostly wore long dresses instead of Wakandan armor.


      “And one chocolate cupcake.” Olivia set it on the table and sat down on Penny’s other side, passing out forks and small plates so they could all share.


      Penny sniffled and pushed herself upright. “Thank you.” The cupcake looked magnificent. Three inches of moist chocolate cake topped with generous swirls of silky buttercream icing and dark chocolate shavings. It was almost too pretty to eat.


      “You’re drooling.” Cynthia flicked her skirt aside as she lowered herself into the empty chair on Esther’s other side. “Don’t just stare at it. Dig in.”


      Penny cut the cupcake into six pieces and dished them out to everyone, keeping the smallest piece for herself.


      “What are you going to do about Kenneth?” Jinny asked, digging in her purse for a Lactaid.


      “I’m going to break up with him. Duh.” Penny scooped a bite of chocolate cupcake into her mouth. It tasted just as heavenly as it looked.


      “Yeah, but how?” Esther asked. “Like, in person or over the phone?”


      “You want us to go with you?” Vilma said. “For solidarity.”


      It was tempting, but Penny couldn’t imagine trooping over to Kenneth’s apartment with her entire knitting group in tow just to break up with him. “I’ll probably just call him.”


      “Screw that, send him a text,” Cynthia said. “He’s not even worth the time it would take to tell him you’re dumping his sorry ass.”


      Penny stabbed another bite of cupcake. “I think I need more closure than a text.”


      “Closure’s overrated,” Jinny said around a mouthful of icing. “Remember when Stuart cheated on me? He kept calling, begging me to take him back for weeks—and I almost did it. Take my advice and block Kenneth’s number as soon as you dump him.”


      “When are you going to do it?” Esther asked.


      “If you call tonight you might catch him in the middle of sexytimes with his lady friend,” Jinny pointed out, wrinkling her nose.


      “Do it tonight.” Esther bobbed her head eagerly. “Cockblock that motherfucker if you can.”


      “One bottle of New Zealand sauv,” Roxanne announced, pulling a corkscrew out of her back pocket as she arrived at their table. She wore a sleeveless black T-shirt that showed off her tattooed arms and pulled tight across her pregnant belly.


      Before she’d gotten pregnant, she’d been a regular on a local roller derby team and still looked like she could break a man across her thighs. Penny had once heard her threaten to kick a customer’s teeth through his skull for making a lewd comment about her ass.


      She cast a sympathetic look at Penny as she stooped to fill their glasses. “Sorry about your boyfriend, sweetie.”


      “Did you know?” Penny asked. It was one thing for Caleb not to tell her—he’d never really acted like he wanted to be her friend—but Roxanne was different. Penny liked Roxanne. She was halfway through knitting a blanket for her baby. If she’d been protecting Kenneth too…


      Roxanne shook her head. “I didn’t. I swear. They never came in when I was working.”


      “Would you have told me if you knew?”


      “Hell yeah, I would have. Solidarity, sister.” She extended a fist and Penny gave it a half-hearted bump. “Besides, you’re a way better customer than he is.”


      “No wine for me,” Olivia said when Roxanne got to her glass. “I’m on call again tonight.” Olivia was a systems analyst for a power company and spent a lot of nights on call in case any of her systems went offline.


      Roxanne obligingly poured Olivia’s portion into Penny’s glass and took the empty bottle with her back to the counter.


      “A toast,” Esther said, and everyone raised their drinks. “Good riddance to bad rubbish.”


      “Here here,” they all said as they clinked their glasses against Penny’s. She tried to smile, but couldn’t quite pull it off, so she took a big gulp of wine instead. Followed by another.


      Jinny set her glass down and picked up her knitting. “He did you a favor, you know.”


      Penny squinted at her over the top of her wineglass. “By cheating on me?”


      “By getting caught so early in the relationship.”


      “It’s true,” Olivia said, leaning back on the couch. “Can you imagine if you hadn’t been here tonight? Who knows how long you might have gone on dating him, totally unaware that he was a chickenshit dickweed.”


      Penny shuddered at the thought. She’d actually thought Kenneth might be the one. They hadn’t exchanged I love yous yet, but she’d assumed they would soon. Even though it was only April, she’d already been planning to take him home to meet her family at Thanksgiving and fantasizing about a trip to England to meet his parents over Christmas. She’d figured sometime next year they’d probably get engaged. Plan a June wedding for the following year. Start trying for a family after their first anniversary. She’d be able to stay home and keep working, and maybe by then his company’s IPO would have gone though, so they could afford to buy a house in a neighborhood with good schools.


      It was possible she’d gotten a little ahead of herself.


      “I’m going to be honest,” Esther said, picking up her knitting again. “I never liked that guy.”


      “Me neither,” Vilma said.


      Jinny tilted her head. “He did seem kind of…snotty.”


      “Yes! Exactly!” Vilma pointed with the hand holding her wineglass. “Did you ever notice how he talked to service employees?”


      Cynthia pursed her lips without looking up from her knitting needles. “Like they were the help?”


      “That was just his Britishness,” Penny said.


      “He never looked me in the eye.” Cynthia shook her head slowly. “There was definitely something weaselly about him.”


      “You are incredibly tall,” Penny pointed out. “And he’s incredibly not.” She wasn’t sure why she was defending him. Habit, maybe.


      Cynthia sniffed. “He could have tilted his head a little. It’s not that hard.”


      Jinny twisted her lips to one side. “Cynthia’s right. He never gave anyone the time of day unless he was trying to get something from them.”


      “I thought he was charming when I first met him,” Penny said. If there was one thing Kenneth had going for him, it was charm.


      Esther snorted. “Yeah. Because he wanted something from you.”


      Penny frowned at her in confusion. “What?”


      “Sex.”


      Penny wasn’t so sure about that. “To be honest, he never seemed that enthusiastic about it.” She grimaced. “I guess now I know why.”


      “Mmmm, that doesn’t surprise me one bit.” Vilma looked up from her needles with an evil grin. “The way his hair’s thinning? Low testosterone.”


      Penny let out a giggle that quickly turned teary, thanks to the wine coursing through her system. “Thanks for being here tonight, you guys.” Vilma patted her knee and pushed her share of the cupcake onto Penny’s plate.


      Cynthia directed an expressive look in Penny’s direction. “You know we’d do anything for you, right?”


      Esther nodded her agreement. “If you want us to go over to his apartment and kick his ass, all you have to do is say the word. We’ll totally do it.”


      Penny shook her head, smiling at the image. “Thank you, but I don’t think that’s necessary. I’m actually feeling better about the whole situation already.”


      “How about instead we get another bottle of wine?” Jinny said, getting to her feet.


      Cynthia held up her half-empty glass. “Make it two bottles.”


      Penny glanced toward the counter and caught Caleb watching them. As soon as their eyes met he turned away. She knocked back the rest of her wine and tried not to care.
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      By the end of the evening, their table had gone through four bottles of wine—although Penny suspected she’d consumed at least one and a half of them all on her own. She didn’t usually drink more than a single glass at a time, and she was definitely feeling the effects when Olivia drove her home.


      It felt good though. The fuzziness helped dull some of her rage and humiliation.


      “You want me to come up?” Olivia asked as she stopped in front of Penny’s Culver City apartment building. “I think I saw a space back there.”


      “Not necessary,” Penny said, fumbling with the door handle. “Thanks though.”


      “You sure? We could get in our pajamas and watch TV. Anything you want.”


      Penny yawned and shook her head. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m just going to fall into bed and go straight to sleep.”


      “Drink some water,” Olivia instructed as Penny hauled herself out of the car. “And call me tomorrow.”


      Penny waved goodbye and headed inside.


      The walk upstairs in the cold night air woke her back up, so she didn’t feel as sleepy by the time she let herself into her apartment. It also reawakened her anger. She gazed around the cozy two-bedroom space she’d decorated with cheerful floral patterns and overstuffed cushions, unsure what to do with herself.


      Kenneth had never liked spending time at her apartment. He’d said it was too girly, and complained about all her throw pillows. They’d spent most of their time together either out at bars or at his place. Penny didn’t like bars particularly, but Kenneth did, so to bars they went. She’d spend the whole evening standing awkwardly at a high-top, nursing a fifteen-dollar glass of ten-bucks-a-bottle wine and being jostled by passersby as she tried to have a shouted conversation with Kenneth over the music. Then they’d go back to his place, have very brief sex, and fall asleep immediately afterward. And in the morning, Penny would make him breakfast.


      She always wound up cooking for the men she dated, because the only other alternative was eating out, and it was difficult to eat healthy when you ate out all the time. Also because she liked cooking. At home, her mother was always in the kitchen making something delicious, so that was what home meant to Penny. But had a man she was dating ever offered to help her cook? No. They were so used to being waited on by their mothers and their girlfriends that they pleaded helplessness in the kitchen and let her do all the work. As if they were incapable of learning how to chop an onion or dice a tomato.


      Just thinking about all the omelets she’d cooked Kenneth made her blood boil. Anyone could learn to make an omelet! All you had to do was watch a three-minute YouTube video! It wasn’t like it was hard. But he’d never bothered, because it hadn’t even occurred to him.


      Penny had cooked for him and then she’d done the dishes and cleaned up his kitchen afterward. She’d even folded a load of his laundry once, because it was just sitting there in the basket getting all wrinkled, and the sight of unfolded laundry made her twitchy.


      She was getting angrier by the second. Suddenly, more than anything, she wanted Kenneth out of her life. Right. That. Second.


      She pulled out her phone, her veins coursing with righteous indignation and liquid courage. When she pulled up her Favorites she felt even more rage, because what was Kenneth even doing in the number one spot? Above her parents and her best friend? He’d never been worthy of that kind of honor. She angrily smashed her index finger into his face, wishing it was his real face instead of just a picture.


      He answered on the second ring. “Hello, darling. You’re up late.”


      “What’s her name?” Penny said, trying to keep the tremble out of her voice.


      There was a pause. “What?” he said, choosing to play dumb. “Whose name?”


      “The woman you were with tonight at Antidote.”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, love. I’m in Portland.” He was a smooth liar, but then he’d have to be. Otherwise he would have gotten caught much sooner. “Did someone tell you—”


      “I saw you, Kenneth. I was there when you came in.”


      Another pause. “Shit.”


      “Yeah,” Penny agreed. “That about sums it up.” She almost never swore, but she was tempted tonight.


      “Listen, darling—”


      “No, don’t you darling me. Who is she?”


      “She’s no one. Just a coworker. That’s all.”


      Penny snorted in disbelief. If tonight’s display was an example of how he behaved with his coworkers, his office must be a hotbed of sexual harassment.


      “Look,” Kenneth said, at least having the decency to drop the darling, “the truth is my trip got canceled at the last minute. Things have blown up with this project and we’ve got a real disaster on our hands. I didn’t tell you because I knew I’d be burning the midnight oil all weekend and wouldn’t be able to see you.”


      “Unbelievable,” Penny said. “You’re still lying.” He really thought he could talk his way out of this. That he’d feed her some story and she’d believe him, despite the evidence of her own eyes. How pathetic he must think she was.


      “I don’t know what you think you saw, but I can assure you—”


      “Stop it,” she shouted before he could gaslight her any further, the repulsive slug. “You know what, Kenneth? I’m not interested in anything you have to say. Now or ever again. You don’t have to lie about going out of town anymore. From now on, you’re free to see whomever you want—other than me, because we’re through.”


      “Penny, please. Let me—”


      She disconnected the call before he could finish the sentence.


      Her phone started ringing again almost immediately. Remembering Jinny’s advice, she blocked his number and went to bed.


      


      The next morning, Penny’s alarm went off at eight a.m., just like it did every Saturday. Her yoga class started in an hour, and she liked to get up and fix herself a light breakfast well before she started exercising.


      Instead of popping out of bed with her usual enthusiasm, she rolled over and groaned. Her head was pounding, both from all the wine she’d consumed last night and all the crying she’d done in the bathroom at Antidote.


      She definitely should have drunk more water before bed. In fact, she should get up and drink some right now.


      Instead, Penny lay on her back staring up at the textured plaster ceiling without moving. A faded yellow water stain shaped like a snowman stared back at her.


      Her limbs felt heavy, like they’d been encased in cement. The thought of doing anything made them feel even heavier.


      Go on, get up. Have a glass of water and an Advil. Maybe a banana too. Then get dressed and go to yoga.


      It would make her feel better. She knew it would. But she didn’t actually want to feel better. She wanted to wallow. Just for today. She was entitled, wasn’t she? She’d just broken up with her cheating boyfriend. If anything entitled you to wallowing, it ought to be that.


      She typed out a text to her friend Melody.


      I think I’m coming down with something. Not going to make it to yoga today.


      Penny tossed her phone down and went back to sleep.


      She slept until noon, which she hadn’t done in months. Not since her last breakup. She stayed in her pajamas and watched a House Hunters marathon on HGTV all day, directing all her residual anger at the insufferable, underemployed couples on the screen who felt they should be able to afford a chef’s kitchen and whirlpool tub with the money their rich parents had gifted them for a down payment.


      She didn’t even feel like knitting, that was how bad things were. Roxanne’s half-finished baby blanket taunted her from the coffee table. If there’d been any junk food in the apartment, Penny definitely would have eaten all of it. Instead, she had to content herself with toast. But she put butter and sugar and cinnamon on it so it’d feel like dessert. So there.


      Olivia called in the afternoon to check on her. “Did you talk to Kenneth yet?”


      “Yeah, I called him last night,” Penny said, pushing herself upright on the couch.


      “How’d it go?”


      “About how you’d expect. He tried to deny it, and then he tried to make excuses. So I told him to stuff it.”


      “Good for you,” Olivia said. “Are you okay?”


      “I’m fine.” Penny brushed bread crumbs and sugar granules off her chest. She was on her fourth piece of cinnamon toast.


      “Do you want me to come over? We could watch TV and order pizza.”


      Penny didn’t want company. Having company might interfere with her plans to feel sorry for herself. “Thanks, but I think I’m going to call it an early night. Yoga really kicked my butt today.”


      “You went to yoga this morning?”


      “Yep.” Guilt burned in the pit of Penny’s stomach. She knew it was wrong to lie, but she wanted to be by herself. If Olivia knew she’d skipped yoga to stay home and wallow, she’d insist on coming over.


      “That’s good. You’re really doing okay?”


      “Sure,” Penny said, trying to sound like she meant it. “I mean, I’m bummed, obviously, but I’m better off without him, right?”


      “You definitely, definitely are.”


      “There you go. I just have to repeat that a few hundred more times, and by Monday I’ll have forgotten him altogether.”


      “If you change your mind and want company, give me a call.”


      “I will, thanks.”


      When she got off the phone with Olivia, Penny called the nursing home where she volunteered on Sundays and canceled her shift. She could already tell she wasn’t going to feel like leaving her apartment tomorrow.


      She was taking the whole weekend off. From everything.


      


      On Monday morning, Penny lay in bed trying to convince herself to go to her spin class. Her limbs still had that encased-in-cement feeling, and she was completely drained of both energy and motivation. This was what she got for spending the entire weekend alone eating badly and wallowing in self-pity.


      She knew better. She had her routines for a reason.


      When Penny first moved to Los Angeles, after she discovered the boyfriend she’d left her perfectly happy life in Washington, DC, for was cheating on her, she’d fallen into a little bit of a depression.


      Her degree was in chemical engineering, but she worked as an examiner for the US Patent Office and had applied for a telecommuting position so she could follow that rat Brendon to the West Coast. There she’d been, all alone in a strange new city with a broken heart and a job that didn’t require her to leave her apartment.


      The thing Penny hadn’t realized until after she locked herself into a work-from-home position was that she needed a routine and regular social interaction in her life. She was a people person, and she didn’t do well cooped up in an apartment all day with no one but herself to talk to.


      So she’d joined a gym. And a knitting group. And a book club. Signed up for a yoga class and a spin class and a weight training class. Started volunteering at a nursing home on Sundays and as a Planned Parenthood escort one or two Saturdays a month. And she made herself a rule that every single morning she had to shower, put on real clothes and makeup, and leave the house at least once. Which was when she’d incorporated the daily coffee breaks at Antidote into her routine.


      Penny’s Monday spin class started in half an hour. She just had to brush her teeth, change into workout clothes, and get in her car. Once she got to the gym, it would get easier. Her competitive instincts would kick in as soon as she got on the bike, and there’d be music to cheer her up. The exercise would make her feel better about herself, and that would make her feel better about everything else.


      With a bone-deep sigh, she threw back the covers and pushed herself to her feet.


      An hour later, sweaty and humming a Jackson Five song, she let herself back into her apartment feeling at least fifty percent better. It had been Motown day, which was always a guaranteed mood elevator. Plus, she’d beaten her previous energy output record and helped her team take first place. So far, her plan was going well.


      After a shower and a breakfast of yogurt and fresh fruit, she sat down at the computer in her home office and opened a new patent application. This one was for a composite shoe insole, and after familiarizing herself with the specification, she spent the morning scouring government databases for older patents and scientific journal articles pertinent to the technology.


      When her usual break time rolled around, she was still in a pretty good mood, even after three straight hours researching methods of curing composite materials for use in orthotic insoles. But as she logged out and stretched her legs, a tremor of unease ran through her at the thought of going to Antidote.


      It was the site of her humiliation. Hottie Barista would probably be there, and for once, she didn’t look forward to seeing his devastatingly handsome face. She still resented that he’d known her boyfriend was cheating on her and said nothing. He’d just let her go on seeing Kenneth, knowing she was going to get hurt.


      Hottie Barista was kind of a jerk, as it turned out.


      Far worse was the very real possibility she’d see Kenneth there. His office was just down the street, and he knew what time she went for coffee every day. If he wanted to force a conversation, Antidote would be a convenient place to do it. She’d half expected him to show up at her apartment over the weekend, but he might be waiting for today so he could ambush her in public, knowing she wouldn’t want to make a scene. That would be just like him.


      She pondered skipping the trip to Antidote this morning. It wasn’t like she had to go out for coffee. She owned a perfectly good coffeemaker. She could take her break here at home. Surf the internet or watch some TV for an hour.


      Bad idea.


      Once Penny gave herself permission to sit around watching TV in the middle of the day, it would be difficult to go back to work afterward. She needed to leave her apartment and be around people for a while.


      Fine. What if she went somewhere other than Antidote? There was a Coffee Bean not far away. She could go there instead.


      But she didn’t want to change coffee shops. She loved Antidote. It was her Cheers, where everybody knew her name. Kenneth shouldn’t get to take that away from her. How was that fair when he was the villain? He should have to find a new favorite coffee place, not her.


      To heck with Kenneth. And to heck with Hottie Barista too. Penny was sick and tired of rearranging her life to accommodate men. She was going to Antidote.


      It was a beautiful April day when she stepped out of her apartment. The marine layer had burned off leaving behind a glistening blue sky and a crisp breeze. The walk to Antidote only took ten minutes. Her stride started out brisk and confident, but grew slower the closer she got to her destination. By the time she drew within sight of the building, she was dragging her feet like a recalcitrant toddler.


      No one had seen her yet—it wasn’t too late to fake her own death and start over with an alias in a new city. Or maybe just find another coffee shop to hang out in.


      Her mother’s voice popped into her head, telling her that was coward talk.


      Penny wasn’t a coward. She straightened her spine and pulled open the door, determined to face both Kenneth and Hottie Barista with her head held high.


      After all that, there was no sign of either of them. Instead of Hottie Barista, the new girl, Elyse, stood alone behind the counter, looking overwhelmed. Penny let out a relieved breath and got in line.


      Elyse was small framed with short hair and big round eyes set in a heart-shaped face, giving her a pixie-ish appearance. “Did you want any syrup in your skinny vanilla latte?” she asked the woman in front of Penny.


      “Vanilla…?” the woman replied, sounding confused.


      Elyse had only started working at Antidote last week. She was young—a sophomore in college—and her only prior experience had been at the coffee stand on campus, which had apparently not offered a broad selection of authentic espresso drinks.


      Penny was only twenty-five herself, but college students looked positively fetal to her these days. All shiny and new, untarnished by the pressures of adult life. It felt like a hundred years ago to her instead of only three.


      It took Elyse nearly five minutes to make the poor woman’s skinny vanilla. She had to throw the first one out and start over when she forgot to use the sugar-free syrup. Penny waited patiently until it was her turn to order, in no hurry.


      Elyse finally greeted her without enthusiasm. “Morning. What can I get you?”


      “She always gets the same thing,” Caleb said, coming out of the kitchen with a tray of clean dishes. “Regular nonfat latte. Ring her up and I’ll make it.”


      Penny froze at the sight of him. Six gorgeous feet of tanned skin and muscles topped by thick golden hair and a face so beautifully symmetrical it stopped you right in your tracks. Perfectly proportioned nose. Strong chin. Granite jaw. And then there was the matter of his eyes, which were a gold-tinged brown so striking it felt like they were looking straight into your soul.


      There was a reason Penny’s knitting group called him Hottie Barista. The man was supernaturally handsome. He looked like he should be followed around by a key light and a menagerie of cartoon animals.


      The first time Penny had seen him he’d rendered her so tongue-tied and breathless, it had been all she could do to blurt out her coffee order. But over the intervening months, she’d gotten more used to looking at him. She still deeply appreciated the view, but he didn’t steal the air from her lungs anymore. He was a part of the scenery now, like a majestic vista she was lucky enough to gaze upon every day.


      His eyes sought hers, which in and of itself was unusual. He almost never made eye contact. Or smiled. Or made conversation. It was part of his mystique.


      Penny was a naturally friendly person. Her open, sympathetic demeanor invited confidences wherever she went. She couldn’t get on an airplane or sit in a waiting room without hearing the life story of the person next to her, which was fine with her because she loved talking to people. She’d never met a stranger she couldn’t befriend—until Caleb.


      Apparently, he was too cool to make small talk with her. All she’d ever gotten out of him was disinterested monosyllables and shrugs. It wasn’t like she’d been flirting with him either. She was aware that her chances with a man of his physical perfection were approximately infinity to one.


      She liked to think of herself as pleasingly plump, like Nancy Drew’s best friend Bess, even though she knew there wasn’t any such thing as “pleasingly” plump as far as most people were concerned. Especially not in LA, where almost everyone walked around looking like runway models.


      Penny had been fat all her life, and she’d tried everything to lose weight. Any fad diet or exercise craze you could name, she’d tried it, even though she knew better. She was a scientist; she knew bad data and specious claims when she saw them. But she’d been so desperate to look like everyone else, she’d ignored her own better judgment in her quest to be thin.


      Until one fad diet too many had left her with a vitamin deficiency and borderline blood glucose levels that had caused a scary fainting incident and landed her in the emergency room her sophomore year of college. A very nice female doctor had sat her down and explained that she was doing more harm to her body than good, and she would be much better off eating a well-balanced diet and throwing her scale in the dumpster.


      Ever since, Penny had been rigorous about eating healthy—actually healthy, not fad diet healthy. Once she stopped torturing her body with juice cleanses and extreme diets, her weight stabilized at her current size sixteen. This was the size her body naturally seemed to want to be, and Penny had made her peace with that.


      Mostly.


      The whole body positivity thing was still a work in progress. Moving to the land of free-range size 00 actresses had certainly put it to the test, but she felt like she was doing pretty well, considering. Penny was a big believer in the “fake it till you make it” theory. Pretend you have self-esteem long enough, and eventually you’ll actually have self-esteem.


      Regardless, she had no illusions about her chances with a man like Caleb, so she was always careful to keep her overtures polite and platonic. She didn’t want him to think she was like all the other women who came into Antidote and tried to flirt with him—women whose overtures he ignored just as determinedly as he ignored Penny’s, no matter how attractive they were.


      Maybe he was gay. Or had a girlfriend. Still, it had always bothered her that he was so determined not to talk to her. She was delightful, darn it. Everyone else wanted to talk to her. But no matter how many times she came in here, how unfailingly polite she was or how well she tipped, she’d always gotten the same bland indifference from him as everyone else.


      Until he’d come into the bathroom to check on her Friday night. And now he was staring directly at her with those piercing eyes and his forehead all creased in concern. Like he was looking at someone who’d received a terminal diagnosis.


      Penny felt the blood rushing to her cheeks and tore her gaze away, fumbling with her wallet. She could still feel his eyes on her as Elyse rang her up. Why was he just standing there? Wasn’t he going to make her drink?


      “Your name’s Penelope Popplestone?” Elyse said, squinting at Penny’s credit card. “For real?”


      Penny smiled reflexively and nodded. “For real.”


      “Badass. That sounds like a character in a children’s book.”


      It took Elyse three tries to swipe Penny’s card, and Caleb stood there the whole time. Just staring at her. It was unsettling. Finally, Elyse mastered the credit card machine and it spit out a receipt.


      “Tables need busing,” Caleb told Elyse as she shoved Penny’s card and receipt at her. Elyse nodded and grabbed a rag, leaving Penny and Caleb alone at the counter.


      Penny cleared her throat. “Can I have a pen?” Elyse had forgotten to give her one.


      Caleb grabbed a ballpoint from the cup behind the register and held it out to her. He had neatly trimmed nails and callused fingers, like a man who knew how to use his hands.


      Penny swallowed and took the pen from him, her heart thudding painfully in her chest as their fingers touched.


      Stop it, she told herself as she clenched the pen. He’s just a pretty jerk. She scrawled the tip and her signature and thrust the receipt back across the counter.


      “How are you?” Caleb asked before Penny could make her escape.


      “I’m fine,” she replied without meeting his eye. Why did he have to suddenly be friendly today? She’d spent months fruitlessly trying to make small talk with him, but it wasn’t until she’d been rendered pathetic and pitiable that he was finally interested in having a conversation. Figured.


      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you what Kenneth was up to.”


      Penny shrugged like she wasn’t still bitter about it. “It’s not your job to police my boyfriends for me.”


      It’s your job to make my coffee order, she thought silently, wishing he would go and do it. He was the next to last person in the world she wanted to talk to right now—the absolute last being Kenneth.


      “I could have warned you though.”


      She forced a smile. “It’s fine.” She tried to imbue the words with sincerity so he’d stop looking at her like she was dying of a brain tumor, but they came out sounding flat.


      “I didn’t think it was any of my business.”


      “You’re right. It’s not.” She meant it to sound nicer than it came out. Really, she did. But at least it got her out of that awkward conversation, because Caleb finally headed for the espresso machine to start making her latte.


      Penny moved down the counter to claim her usual spot toward the back. She would have preferred to sit at one of the tables on the other side of the room today, as far away from Caleb as possible, but she refused to give him the satisfaction of thinking he was important enough to make her uncomfortable. If she wasn’t willing to change her routine to avoid Kenneth, she definitely wasn’t changing it because of some barista she hardly knew.


      “Morning, Penny!” Charlotte called out from the orange couch in the corner.


      Penny swiveled on her stool, brightening. “Good morning!”


      Charlotte was a regular at Antidote like Penny. She was a philosophy grad student with a wispy beard and a bright green streak in her blonde hair. Today she was wearing a polka dot dress with bright pink tights and green high-top sneakers, and she was surrounded by stacks of papers and books.


      “Sorry to hear about your boyfriend.”


      Penny groaned. “Does everybody know already?”


      “Roxanne told me. You could do so much better than that guy. I always thought so.”


      “Thank you,” Penny said. “I guess.” It wasn’t like there was a line around the block of disappointed lovers she’d rejected in favor of cheating jerks. The cheating jerks were the only options presenting themselves.


      Charlotte seemed like she had a lot of work to do, so Penny turned back around and got out her phone. She’d sit here for fifteen minutes and drink her coffee, then she could go. That would be enough time to prove she wasn’t afraid to show her face.


      Caleb brought her latte over a few minutes later and retreated without a word. Good, he was back to ignoring her. That was exactly what she wanted. For things to go back to normal.


      He’d made a heart-shaped flower design in the foam today instead of his usual leaf, but she chose not to read anything into it. Hearts were a common theme in latte art. They were probably the easiest shape to make. Still, it was pretty. She swiped to the camera app on her phone to take a picture—but only because it would look good on her Instagram. Not because she was at all charmed or impressed by Caleb’s latte art.


      As she was deliberating over the best photo filter, she heard the bell on the shop door ring.


      “Penny, thank God,” Kenneth said behind her. “I’ve been trying to call you all weekend.”
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