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      Dear reader,


      


      Although largely lighthearted, this book touches on certain subjects, including abortion, parental illness, and disordered eating, that may be difficult or unpleasant for some.


      I offer this warning so that those for whom these are sensitive subjects may make an informed decision about whether or not to proceed with the story.


      

        

        Be good to yourself,


        Susannah Nix
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      When Brooke Hilliard had decided to become a marine biologist, she’d never imagined it would involve so much earwax.


      That’s right. Earwax.


      Whale earwax, specifically.


      Most people didn’t know that baleen whales produced earwax like humans did. The oily gunk built up in their ear canals over time, hardening into giant, tapered plugs. Their earwax plugs looked kind of like super-gross candles, but in cross section they revealed layers that corresponded to the years of the whale’s life, and could be studied like tree rings or the ice cores that climate scientists used to look into the past.


      You could learn all kinds of things about the places a whale had been and the things it had done, just by analyzing its earwax. Information about their migration, diet, stress levels, reproduction, sexual maturity, and pollutants in their habitats—it was all there. If you knew what year the animal died, you could not only determine how old they were, but basically piece together their entire life history, year by year, like a biography.


      Just from their earwax. Imagine.


      Everyone carried memories of their past selves within them, but whales quite literally carried around a biological record of their own lives. In the same way the rings of a tree trunk could be carefully carved away to reveal an image of the young sapling it used to be, the layers of earwax that built up in a whale’s ear canal preserved snapshots of its younger self.


      It was really pretty cool, once you got past the ick factor of working with nasty old globs of earwax that had been building up inside a whale for decades. Fortunately for Brooke, she’d left all her ick factor behind in seventh grade, the first time she’d cut into a squid while her lab partner stood uselessly off to the side making retching sounds.


      Lots of kids said they wanted to be a marine biologist when they grew up. But by the time most of them reached high school biology and realized it wasn’t all cavorting with dolphins, they set their sights on another dream.


      Not Brooke. She didn’t mind the dissections or the rote memorization of biochemical processes and Latin terminology. In fact, she thrived on it. And now here she was, at the age of almost twenty-six: a marine biologist in the fourth year of her PhD program, analyzing earwax.


      “What the poxy hell are you doing here so early?”


      Brooke smiled at the sound of her lab mate’s voice and threw a glance over her shoulder. “I’m always here early. The question is, what are you doing here so early?”


      Tara Phillips sauntered into the lab and snatched something off one of tables. “Forgot my earbuds last night. Going for a run.” She was dressed in colorful, mismatched spandex and bright orange running shoes.


      “Masochist.” Brooke turned her attention back to the enzyme-linked immunosorbent assay in front of her, otherwise known as an ELISA. She didn’t mind waking up early—in fact, she enjoyed being the first one in the lab every morning, so she could work without any distractions—but she despised exercise of any sort.


      Tara grinned, showing off the gap in her front teeth. “Says the person who’s in the lab working before eight a.m.” She wandered closer and peered over Brooke’s shoulder. “Whale, whale, whale, what do we have here? Are you doing another ELISA? I thought you’d finished all the data collection for the cortisol abstract.”


      “This is something else.” Brooke bit down on her lip as she concentrated on the multichannel pipette she was using to measure liquid into the wells of a microtiter plate.


      She was testing progesterone levels in the fat extracted from the different earwax layers of a single female whale, which would give her information about the animal’s reproductive history, such as when it became sexually mature and how many pregnancies it had. She’d already done the work of cutting the earwax layers apart and mixing them with solvent to extract the lipids. The hormone assay she was doing involved a lot of pipetting and a lot of steps, and required concentration because if you messed any of them up, the samples were ruined.


      “What’s that, then?” Tara asked.


      “It’s for the graduate student award at NAMMC.” Brooke had just found out about it. The deadline was only a month away, which was a bit of a tight turnaround. But she was ahead of the game on her dissertation research, and confident she could put something together in time.


      “Bit ambitious, don’t you think?”


      That was almost exactly what her advisor had said when Brooke had asked if she’d give her a recommendation for it. She’d seemed surprised Brooke had decided to go for it, but she’d wished her luck and agreed to write the recommendation.


      “Monica Speight is submitting for it too,” Brooke told Tara.


      Monica was a year ahead of Brooke in the program and everything Brooke aspired to be. Top of her cohort, top of their research team, top of the department. She was every professor’s favorite grad student, and every undergrad’s favorite teaching assistant. She’d been picked for the top fellowship two years in a row and had more papers accepted to conferences than any other grad student in the entire college of life sciences. While everyone else was scrambling to find a postdoc position, Monica Speight would probably have programs lining up to court her.


      Brooke didn’t just want to be Monica, she wanted to beat her.


      Ever since she’d entered the program, Brooke had been stuck in Monica’s shadow. No one cared that Brooke was top of her own cohort, or that she came in a close second to Monica in almost everything. There was never a chance to stand out and be recognized for her own achievements with Monica hogging all the glory.


      Just once before Monica graduated, Brooke was determined to beat her at something.


      Tara snickered. “Yeah, of course she is. That one’s never seen an award she couldn’t win. I suppose that’s why you’re going for it too? The next step in your plan to Single White Female our Monica.”


      “I’m not trying to Single White Female anyone.”


      “Come on, you two are like peas in a pod. You even look alike.”


      Brooke supposed they sort of did, if you didn’t look too closely. Brown hair, brown eyes, medium heights and builds. But where Monica’s complexion had a uniform golden glow, Brooke’s went to paleness and freckles. Lots of freckles.


      “I just want to prove I can beat her at something. It’s not a weird love-hate obsession, like with you and Mathias.”


      “Bite your tongue!” Tara shot back. “Mathias is my nemesis. It’s not a love-hate obsession, it’s hate-hate.”


      Tara and Mathias were both third years, and they’d been feuding since the moment they first laid eyes on one another.


      “Because of that one time he accidentally upset your experiment two years ago.”


      “That was no accident. He totally did it on purpose!”


      “I seriously doubt that. You should let it go.” Brooke actually thought Mathias was pretty nice. And his Norwegian accent was kind of sexy.


      “It’s not just that. He doesn’t follow the cleaning schedule unless you nag him about it, and he’s always using my pipette tips instead of refilling his own tip boxes. Plus he leaves crumbs all over the desk in the office.”


      “Why don’t you talk to him about it? Maybe if he knew it bothered you, he’d try to improve.”


      “Screw that. I’d much rather wage a silent war of passive aggression. Like with you and your bestie Monica.”


      “Fair enough,” Brooke said, knowing there was no point trying to reason with Tara. She was completely unreasonable on the subject of Mathias. There was actually a pool going among the grad students about when Tara and Mathias were finally going to bang it out. Brooke had twenty bucks on the week of October 4-10, which was coming up fast.


      “That reminds me: What’s a mansplainer’s favorite animal?”


      “A whale, actually,” Brooke answered automatically. “You told me that one last month.”


      “Dammit! I’ll have to up my game. Right! Good luck with your ELISA. I’m off on my run. Back in an hour.” Tara gave a salute on her way out the door.


      Brooke went back to working on her hormone assay. Twenty minutes later, as she was putting her samples on the plate shaker where they’d spend the next two hours, she felt her phone vibrate in the pocket of her lab coat. After disposing of her gloves, she went into the shared office next to the lab and checked her messages.


      She grinned as she saw the text from her childhood friend Dylan.


      

        

        Hey! What are you doing week after next?


      


      


      Brooke hadn’t heard from Dylan in months and hadn’t seen him in years, but it didn’t matter. They were the sort of old friends who could pick back up at a moment’s notice. Every so often, one of them would randomly reach out to the other, and they’d fall right back into talking like no time had passed at all.


      They’d always been like that: drifting in and out of each other’s orbits, but always coming back around again eventually. As reliable as the sun and the moon.


      

        

        Brooke: Nothing much. Why?


      


        


      

        Dylan: I’m coming to LA for a shoot! Wanna hang while I’m there?


      


      


      Dylan was an underwear model in New York City. Honest to god. It made Brooke giggle every time she thought about the fact that she was friends with a real live underwear model.


      Technically, he didn’t just model underwear, but it was more fun to think of him as an underwear model than a shaving cream model, cologne model, wristwatch model, or any of the other myriad products he’d pimped.


      

        

        Brooke: Yes! I’d love to see you!


      


        


      

        Dylan: Any chance I could crash on your couch?


      


        


      

        Brooke: Of course! Mi casa es tu casa.


      


      


      Brooke’s phone rang a moment later. Call from Dylan Price it said on the screen, above an old prom selfie of the two of them all dressed up in formalwear and making silly faces for the camera. She’d forgotten that was the photo she’d assigned to him and smiled at the memory, feeling a rush of fondness for her oldest friend.


      She’d met Dylan when she was seven, the day her family had moved into the house across the street from his in Baton Rouge. On her first day of second grade at her new school he’d been the only kid she knew, and he’d made a point of introducing her to everyone as “my new friend Brooke.” His status as her favorite person in the world had been pretty much cemented from that moment forward, and the two of them had been inseparable through elementary school.


      Once they got to middle school, Brooke had tested into the accelerated classes, while Dylan struggled to maintain passing grades. Still, they’d managed to stay friends, even into high school, as she juggled honors classes while he got involved in track and band.


      Dylan had been a gangly nerd with glasses, braces, and acne—until the summer before their junior year, when he experienced a huge growth spurt, got his braces off, and his mom got him Proactiv and contact lenses. Almost overnight, Brooke’s sweet, dorky friend transformed into a total hottie. Girls started taking an interest in him for the first time, and he made the most of his newfound popularity, dating his way through most of the marching band’s woodwind section.


      And now he was a model whose glistening bare abs had once adorned a billboard in Times Square. Go figure. But in her head, Brooke still thought of Dylan as the kid who lived across the street and had always looked out for her.


      “You’re really coming to visit?” she said excitedly, answering his call as she sank onto a desk chair.


      “Yeah! If you’re sure you don’t mind me staying with you.” His voice was warm and resonant, and it instantly took her back to all those nights they’d spent on the phone, baring their adolescent souls to one another. It felt like a lifetime ago and also somehow only yesterday. “I’m also totally fine getting a hotel if that works better for you.”


      “Perish the thought! I happen to have a five-star couch. I’m pretty sure it’s more comfortable than most hotel beds.”


      “Cool. I figured this way we’d get to see more of each other.”


      “Yeah, it’ll be great. How long will you be here for?” She reached up to twirl the thin brown hair she’d pulled back into a ponytail.


      “A week, from Sunday to Sunday. Think you can put up with me for that long?”


      “A whole week! Wow! That’s a long photo shoot.”


      “The shoot’s only one day, but I thought I’d take the whole week, make a vacation of it. I could use a break.”


      Brooke was honored he’d want to take a whole week of vacation to hang out with her, but also a little mystified. From what she could tell from his social media, Dylan seemed to be doing really well. She would have thought he could afford to go pretty much anywhere he wanted for vacation. So why would he want to spend it crashing on her couch?


      “Is everything okay?” she asked, biting her lip.


      “Sure. Yeah. Terrific. Just working too much.”


      She’d always been able to tell when he was lying. “Really? Kinda sounds like it might be more than that.”


      He let out a soft sigh. “It’s nothing special. I’ll tell you all about it when I’m there.”


      “Deal.” It would be easier to wheedle the truth out of him in person, and they’d have plenty of time to talk through whatever he needed. Too much time, maybe. She wasn’t sure how she was going to entertain him for a whole week.


      “How are things with you?” Dylan asked. “How’s life treating my favorite marine biologist?”


      “Good. Boring. You know.” Testing hormone levels in whale earwax couldn’t stack up to Dylan’s glamorous life in New York. Based on his social media, his life was basically an endless series of cool parties with beautiful people in elegant Manhattan apartments. Not to mention all the traveling he did. Just in the last year, he’d posted photos from Paris, Prague, Phuket, and Tulum. Brooke’s poky apartment couldn’t possibly compare, even if her complex did have a pool. “I hope I’m exciting enough for you.”


      “Excitement’s the exact opposite of what I’m looking for. All I want is to spend a nice, quiet, relaxing few days hanging out with an old friend.”


      She grinned as it hit home how much she’d missed him. “I can definitely make that happen.”


      “And maybe watching some martial arts movies. Assuming you still like martial arts movies?”


      “Always.” It had been one of their favorite things to do as kids. They’d wasted endless Saturdays watching Jackie Chan and old Bruce Lee movies on the floral couch in Dylan’s family room.


      “Good. Sounds like heaven.”


      It was funny how years could pass and their lives could go in two totally opposite directions, and yet they still managed to have a connection.


      “I’ll see you in a couple weeks, then,” Dylan said.


      “Can’t wait.”


      After she said goodbye, Brooke pulled up the old prom photo of her and Dylan again. She hadn’t thought about that night in a long time, mostly because she’d tried hard to forget about it.


      It was supposed to be a friend date. Purely platonic.


      They’d made the pact their freshman year. If both of them were single when senior prom rolled around, they’d be each other’s safety date. Purely as friends, of course. That had been the intention, anyway.


      The night hadn’t exactly gone as planned though.


      Brooke had been coming off a bad breakup, and she’d always assumed Dylan only asked her to prom because he’d sensed she was having a rough time. He could have had his pick of prom dates but instead he’d invoked their prom pact. It was him looking out for her, like he always had.


      “Wouldn’t it be more fun if we went with each other?” she remembered him saying. “We always have a great time together, and this way our prom memories will be of each other, instead of some rando date we’ll probably never see again after graduation.”


      Even if it was just a pity date, Brooke jumped at the chance. She’d had a uniformly awful senior year, and the prospect of going to prom with one of her best and oldest friends was so much better than any alternative she’d been able to imagine. She probably wouldn’t have gone at all if it hadn’t been for Dylan.


      Not when Kyle would be there with his new girlfriend. After what he’d done to her, Brooke couldn’t bear the thought of facing him alone.


      But Dylan had pulled out all the stops to make sure she had a good time: corsage, limo, dinner at a fancy restaurant. With their diverging romantic pursuits, they hadn’t hung out just the two of them in a while, and it was nice to have Dylan all to herself again. She’d had so much fun dancing the night away with Dylan, she barely even noticed Kyle and his new girlfriend and all the shitty looks he and his friends shot her way.


      For that one magical night, it had felt like no one existed in the world but her and Dylan.


      After the last dance, when their feet hurt so much they could barely walk, they piled back into the limo waiting to take them home. Brooke was riding an endorphin high, but also feeling a buzz from the flask of Jack Daniels that Dylan had smuggled into the dance. They were both a little drunk, to be honest.


      That was the only explanation she could think of for the kiss.


      Brooke remembered being tired and resting her head on Dylan’s shoulder. At some point, he’d turned his head so he was looking down at her, his face only inches from hers. Then his hand had curled around the back of her neck, and the next thing she knew he was kissing her.


      Until that moment, she’d never thought about Dylan like that.


      Well, maybe she’d thought about it a little.


      More than a little.


      But she’d never imagined he would ever think about her like that.


      It completely blindsided her. But it also felt amazing…and right, in a way kissing Kyle had never felt. The electric zing Brooke felt when Dylan’s lips touched hers was unlike anything she’d ever experienced. It opened up a whole world of possibilities.


      But just as she was starting to adjust to the idea, he’d stopped and pulled away.


      She would never forget the look on his face. Embarrassment and regret and horror all mixed into one. Actual horror. Because he’d kissed her.


      Stammering an apology, Dylan backed as far away from her as the limo seat would allow.


      “Let’s forget this ever happened,” he said, wiping his hand across his mouth, and Brooke’s heart broke in two. Because he hadn’t meant it. He hadn’t wanted to kiss her. It had just been an accident, a drunken mistake, and now he wanted to take it back.


      Just when she was starting to like the idea of kissing Dylan. Really like it.


      They’d never spoken of it again after that night. Both of them had worked hard to pretend it was no big deal. But it had been a big deal to Brooke. Even now, seven years later, she felt her stomach clench at the memory.


      That wasn’t going to cut it—not at all. Not when Dylan was coming here to sleep on her couch for a week to get away from whatever was going on with him in New York.


      He was coming to her because he needed a friend, and she intended to be the friend he needed—not some sad, pining girl carrying a torch for him.


      Dylan had always, always looked out for her, and now, finally, she would get to return the favor.


      Which meant not dwelling on the most painful chapter in their history. Let’s forget this ever happened, he’d said, and that was exactly what she’d do. The memories of that night were going back into the lockbox where Brooke had buried them years ago.


      She was not going to think about kissing Dylan while he was here.


      Not at all.


      Not even once.


    


  









  

    

      

        

          

          


          

            Chapter Two


          


        


      


    


    

      “Here’s to Cheese and Wine Fest 2020!”


      Brooke clinked her glass of Syrah against the wineglasses of the other bachelorette party revelers gathered around the table.


      “And to Penny!” Olivia said beside her, raising her glass again. “And her last week of being single!” They all lifted their glasses as they cheered and whooped for the bride-to-be.


      Brooke had known Olivia since college and had subsequently become friends with Penny through her. Some of the other women at the table were members of Olivia and Penny’s knitting group who Brooke only knew a little—although she’d sublet her apartment from Esther, who was sitting across from her. The remaining three women, who were from Penny’s yoga class, Brooke had just met for the first time tonight.


      They’d all come together for Penny’s bachelorette, which had started off with mani-pedis and champagne at a nearby salon before moving to the wine bar where they were currently situated. On the table in front of them sat a collection of open wine bottles and the biggest cheese board Brooke had ever laid eyes on, hence “Cheese and Wine Fest 2020.”


      “Woot! Woot!” shouted the yoga friend in glasses, whose name was Melody and whose left hand sported a diamond engagement ring the size of a Fiat. “I’m so sad I’m not going to see you walk down the aisle though.”


      Penny was getting married in a week, back home in Virginia, so they were having her Los Angeles bachelorette this weekend. Olivia, as Penny’s maid of honor, was the only one of them making the trip for the small family wedding. But once they got back from their honeymoon in two weeks, Penny and Caleb were hosting a separate wedding reception here for all their LA friends.


      “I know!” Penny said, pursing her lips in a pout. “But the church is tiny and my family is so big, and the reception’s just going to be at my parents’ house. The party here will be much better. Bonus: you won’t have to watch my great-aunt Naomi eat cake without her teeth in.”


      “Ew!” Esther wrinkled her nose as she reached for another piece of Manchego from the cheese plate. They’d all been stuffing their faces with cheese for twenty minutes and barely seemed to have made a dent—that was how massive the cheese board was.


      “When are you getting married?” Penny asked Melody, brandishing a cheese straw like a lecturer’s pointer. “It feels like you’ve been engaged forever.”


      “It feels like forever to me too.” Melody frowned as she twisted the big-ass ring on her finger. “It’s just complicated with his family and everything.”


      “Families make everything complicated,” Olivia said, shooting Brooke a commiserating look.


      Brooke reached over and squeezed her friend’s arm. She and Olivia were both California transplants who had fled out of state for college because they’d wanted to put some distance between themselves and their complicated familial relationships. As undergraduate roommates at Cal State LA, they’d bonded over the fact that they were both from the Gulf Coast area, as well as the fact that neither of them looked forward to going home over holiday breaks.


      “You should do a destination wedding,” one of the other yoga friends suggested. All Brooke knew about her was her name was Lacey Lopez, she looked like she could crush a watermelon between her thighs, and she was in a relationship with Tessa, the third yoga friend who was also apparently the yoga instructor. The whole yoga end of the table was intimidatingly fit and beautiful, making Brooke feel self-conscious about her bird legs and flat chest.


      They were also all in relationships. As Brooke looked around at their group, she realized everyone else there was either married, engaged, or in a serious, long-term relationship. She was the only single one out of the nine of them.


      Cool. Cool cool cool.


      Not that she minded being single. On the contrary, she loved it. She wouldn’t trade places with the others for anything. Brooke liked being on her own, and had spent enough time on the dating market that she considered herself lucky she didn’t currently have to deal with a man in her life.


      The only thing she minded about being single was that when she was outnumbered by the happily coupled, the conversation often turned to topics that didn’t interest or include her.


      “None of my family or friends could afford to go to a destination wedding,” Melody said.


      Lacey shrugged. “Get Jeremy’s mom to pay for everyone. It’s not like she can’t afford it.”


      Melody shook her head. “She doesn’t approve of destination weddings, so she’d never agree to that. Something about sand and formalwear. She has very particular ideas about what a proper society wedding should be, most of which have to do with impressing her rich friends and business associates.”


      “This is why Jonathan and I are never getting married,” Esther announced as she claimed another piece of Manchego. “Both of our families are nightmares, and the thought of them all together at a wedding gives me anxiety sweats. It’s too much trouble. And for what? A meaningless ceremony and a giant cake?”


      “Very nice.” Esther’s best friend Jinny, who’d just gotten married a few months ago, jabbed Esther with her elbow. “We’re here to celebrate Penny’s wedding, and you’re bad-mouthing weddings!”


      “Ow!” Esther rubbed her arm where Jinny had assailed it. “I wasn’t talking about your wedding or Penny’s! Just weddings in general.”


      “I’d have a wedding for the cake alone,” Olivia said with a shrug. “You’re doing it right, Penny. Two receptions means getting two cakes.”


      Penny’s face lit up as she turned to Olivia. “Wait! Does that mean you and Adam have started talking about marriage?”


      “Noooo.” Olivia gave a definitive head shake as she topped up her chardonnay. “Definitely not.”


      “Why not?” Penny asked. “You’ve been together long enough.”


      “Leave her alone.” Cynthia, another member of the knitting group, wagged her finger at Penny and pushed her empty wineglass toward Olivia for a fill-up. “Just because you’re getting married doesn’t mean the whole world has to.”


      Olivia and her boyfriend Adam were taking it slow. They still maintained separate apartments, and as far as Brooke knew they didn’t have any plans to move in together. Not because they weren’t happy—in fact, they seemed deliriously happy—but because they liked it that way. Olivia said it was good for them to have their own spaces to retreat to sometimes.


      Brooke valued her alone time, so she could definitely relate. Sometimes she’d try to picture herself in a serious, committed relationship, sharing her whole life and her home with someone else, but the prospect actively repelled her.


      As far as she was concerned, she’d get better value out of a new vibrator than a new boyfriend.


      Lately she’d been thinking what she really wanted was a booty call buddy. Someone she could call when she was in the mood for company and ignore when she wasn’t. You wouldn’t think it would be hard to find. If books and movies and most of the internet were to be believed, the world was full of emotionally distant men who were only interested in the physical aspects of a relationship. And yet she’d never managed to stumble across one.


      Maybe you had to venture into online dating for that. Ugh. Brooke couldn’t bear the thought of it. She didn’t want it bad enough to deal with weeding out all the creeps and jumping through hoops just to find out if someone was attractive or repulsive.


      Brooke was convinced she just wasn’t cut out for coupledom. She’d tried dating—again and again and again—but it always felt like more trouble than it was worth. The physical intimacy could be a lot of fun—although too often it was a disappointment—but emotional intimacy never seemed to follow. As soon as a guy tried to get closer to her, she started itching to get away.


      She couldn’t even put the blame on the men, necessarily. The last few had been perfectly nice, decent guys. It must be her fault.


      The closest she’d ever come to cohabitating was when her last boyfriend had a burst pipe in his apartment building and had to stay with her for three weeks until it was fixed. They’d driven each other up the freaking wall. By the time Garrett’s apartment had been habitable again, they were both on their last nerve and ready to call it quits. Brooke had never been so happy to see the backside of a relationship, and she hadn’t been tempted to date again since.


      She was even a little nervous about Dylan staying with her for a whole week. Sure, they’d been friends forever, but they hadn’t spent any real time together in years. Even when they used to hang out regularly, they’d never shared a living space. She could always go back to her own home at the end of the day.


      What if he drove her bonkers? What if they’d grown apart so much since high school they didn’t have anything to talk about? What if he’d turned into a douche in New York? Or a dirtbag? Or a snob?


      Which reminded her, she still needed to get some things for her apartment before he arrived next weekend.


      The conversation at the table around her had returned to the subject of destination weddings, which Brooke had no opinions about, so she slipped her phone out of her pocket and navigated to the Pottery Barn website as she nibbled on a piece of English cheddar. If she was going to have a houseguest, she should probably upgrade some of her amenities.


      “What are you looking at?” Olivia asked, leaning in to peer over Brooke’s shoulder.


      Brooke looked up guiltily from her phone. “Towels?”


      “Are you shopping?” Jinny asked. “Let me see!” She held out her hand and Brooke passed her the phone. “I like those,” Jinny declared with an approving nod. “Their towels are really nice and thick.”


      “I like that they look like fancy hotel towels,” Brooke said. They were a lot nicer than her current towels—and a lot more expensive too.


      “Didn’t you just buy new towels last year?” Olivia asked. “You did! The cute ones with the whales all over them.”


      Brooke accepted her phone back from Jinny. “Those are Target towels and I got them in the kids’ department. I was thinking of investing in something a little more grown-up before Dylan gets here.” At the time, she’d thought whale towels would be cute—but now they seemed too juvenile for company.


      “Who’s Dylan?” Esther asked.


      “Just a friend from high school,” Brooke answered, putting her phone away. “He’s coming to LA next week and he’s going to stay with me.”


      Cynthia made a face. “Why are you buying new towels for a man? He’s just going to leave them in a heap on the floor with his dirty gym clothes and socks.”


      “You’d understand if you’d seen this guy,” Olivia told her. “He’s next-level gorgeous.”


      “Oh my gosh, is this Hot Butt we’re talking about?” Penny asked, leaning forward. “He’s coming here?”


      Brooke blinked at her. “Hot what?”


      Penny reached for her wineglass. “The underwear model, right?”


      “How do you know about him?” Brooke was almost positive she’d never mentioned Dylan to Penny. She didn’t talk about him that much, did she?


      “I might have told Penny about him,” Olivia admitted with a shrug.


      “And we totally stalked his Insta too. Hoo boy!” Penny fanned herself with her hand.


      Olivia grinned. “And then Penny started calling him Hot Butt because of that one pic where—”


      “Yes, I know the one,” Brooke said, cutting her off. She’d tried to block out the memory of that one particular photo of Dylan lying facedown on a bed, completely butt-ass naked. She preferred to maintain a dichotomy between her feelings for her childhood friend Dylan and her feelings about the disturbingly hot man in his Instagram feed.


      “Because he’s got such a hot butt,” Penny explained.


      “Yeah, I figured it out,” Brooke said, wishing everyone would stop talking about Dylan’s butt.


      “It’s all round and shiny.” Penny sighed dreamily. “Like two perfect, ripe apples.”


      “That’s all Photoshop,” Brooke felt the need to point out. Dylan didn’t actually look like that in real life.


      Did he?


      He couldn’t possibly. She hadn’t actually seen him in person since he moved to New York, but god, she hoped he didn’t look that good in person.


      “Oh no, that one was an unretouched outtake,” Olivia offered unhelpfully. “It said so in the caption. Au naturel.”


      Esther rested her chin on her hand. “So what are you going to do with your hot underwear model while he’s here?” Her mouth twisted into a smirk. “I can think of a few things…”


      “He’s like a brother,” Brooke insisted. A brother she used to have a huge crush on, granted, but that was a long time ago.


      Esther tilted her head to one side. “Is he really though? Is he like a brother?”


      Olivia nudged Brooke with her elbow. “Yeah, didn’t you go to prom with him?”


      “Well, yes,” Brooke admitted. “But only as friends.” Mostly. Sort of. But not exactly. Wow, all this cheese was making her mouth dry. She reached for her wineglass and took a drink.


      “Didn’t you kiss him on prom night?” Olivia persisted.


      Brooke gulped down more wine and wiped her mouth before answering. “That was just a fluke. A one-time thing. We both regretted it instantly.” One of them did, anyway.


      Esther grinned across the table at her. “Okay, so what I hear you saying is he’s less like a brother and more like a hot guy friend you’ve totally macked on at least once.”


      Brooke turned a glare on Olivia. “I’m regretting ever telling you anything about him.”


      “So you do like him!” Penny accused, pointing a cheese straw at Brooke. “I knew it!”


      “No, definitely not. Not like that.” Brooke reached for the bottle of Syrah and poured herself another glass.


      “Then why are you buying new towels for him?” Lacey asked from the other end of the table. “Who gives a shit about towels?”


      “I happen to love new towels,” Tessa said, sticking her tongue out at her girlfriend.


      Brooke fidgeted in her seat. “He lives in New York City, and goes to all these swanky parties, and hobnobs with celebrities and New York fashion people, and travels all over the world staying in fancy hotels and resorts. I just don’t want him to think I’m lame. Scratch that. I don’t want him to know how lame I am.”


      “Sounds to me like you like him,” Melody said, and Tessa nodded her agreement.


      “I think we should change the subject back to Penny and her upcoming wedding,” Brooke announced, turning toward the bride-to-be. “Are you excited?”


      Penny’s smile faltered a little. “Mostly nervous—not about getting married, but about all the family stuff. We still don’t even know if any of Caleb’s family are coming, and my mom is freaking out that there won’t be anyone sitting in the front pew on Caleb’s side of the church.”


      “Would they really not go to their own son’s wedding?” Olivia asked. “I mean I know there’s some tensions there, but would they really miss his wedding?”


      Brooke thought about her own parents, who hadn’t been to visit even once since she’d moved here, not even for her college graduation. Would they show up if she was getting married? Or simply make up another excuse not to come?


      She had a feeling she knew the answer.


      The irony was, Brooke used to be really close to her parents. Sure they’d been strict, and they’d pushed all three of their kids to be overachievers, but she’d believed they loved her in their own slightly rigid, constrained sort of way. She’d spent most of her childhood vying for their approval and preening when she managed to secure it—which was often, since she was a good student who rarely got herself into any sort of trouble.


      Until she’d gotten herself into the worst kind of trouble.


      Her parents hadn’t been thrilled when she’d first started dating. They held strict views on relations between unmarried men and women, and there had been grave concerns about their daughter having a boyfriend. But Kyle was from a good family who went to their church. Brooke’s parents knew his parents. He and Brooke belonged to the same youth ministry and had matching Virginity Pledge Cards, complete with Domino’s Pizza coupons on the back. He seemed as safe a choice for their daughter’s first boyfriend as they were likely to get. And so, reluctantly, they’d given their blessing to the relationship.


      Little did they suspect that, despite the virginity pledge and abstinence education, Kyle was as horny as any red-blooded boy of his age—and Brooke was equally keen to find out what all the fuss was about. The Deed turned out to be somewhat less magical than she’d imagined, but still fun enough for repeat performances whenever they could contrive to be alone. Unfortunately, neither of them had wanted to risk being seen buying condoms, and birth control pills were wholly out of the question, so they’d foolishly relied on the “pull and pray” method of contraception.


      Their praying skills, as it turned out, weren’t so good.


      Brooke’s relationship with her parents had never recovered after the ignominy she’d brought upon herself and the family. Though whether the greater crime in their eyes was her promiscuity or her choice to terminate the pregnancy was still unclear. Not that she cared what they thought anymore. They’d essentially written her off, so she’d returned the favor.


      “I’m just trying to keep Caleb from freaking out,” Penny said, and Brooke snapped back to the present conversation.


      Cynthia gave Penny’s arm a squeeze. “Whether his parents come to the wedding or not, you’ll both be just fine. This is your day. Don’t let anyone spoil that.”


      “That’s right,” Brooke said with feeling. “With or without his parents, at the end of the day you and Caleb will be married, which is all that really matters.”


      Fuck Caleb’s parents, and fuck hers too.


      Blood didn’t make you family; it was just an accident of nature.


      Family were the people who stood by you no matter what, not the ones who were nowhere to be found when you needed them.
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      Brooke adjusted the new throw pillows on her couch and stepped back to survey her work. Frowning, she rearranged them so they looked more natural. Casual. That was the effect she was going for. Like they’d just been tossed effortlessly onto the couch.


      Ugh, no.


      Now they looked haphazard. She readjusted them so they weren’t quite so messy. Only now they looked too staged, like she was trying too hard. She didn’t want Dylan to think she’d spent hours trying to make her apartment look Pinterest-perfect for him—even if that was exactly what she’d done.


      She checked the time again and did a brief calculation in her head. According to the airline website, Dylan’s plane had landed on schedule. Allowing time for him to deplane, pick up his rental car, and drive from LAX to her apartment, he should be arriving…any minute.


      Nervously, Brooke prodded the pillows again, resisting the urge to stand out on the balcony and watch for him. She’d offered to pick him up at the airport, but since he’d rented a car to get around while he was in LA, it had made more sense for him to drive himself to her place.
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