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Content Warning from the Author







I was once asked at a panel why I loved to write romance. My answer was that, at its core, romance allows us to explore the hardest parts of life in a way that feels safe, because at the end of the day we’re guaranteed that happily ever after. 

So, while this retelling of Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing brings all the traditional elements of a rom com that (I like to think) would make old Willy himself proud, it also includes some incredibly difficult situations—including stalking, domestic abuse, and violence. 

These are topics that are close to my heart and ones that I don’t take lightly. I know that in reality, the scars left by these traumas don’t fade overnight the way they can in a story. And while I don’t pretend to have all (or any) answers, I do hope that these pages will inspire a modicum of belief in the power of love, resilience, and the possibility of a future where the past no longer holds all the power.

If you’ve lived through anything like what’s in these pages, please know you’re not alone. If this book brings up anything too heavy, take care of yourself first. The story will be here when you’re ready.

And if you are curious to get into Abby and Freya’s love story, then you can get their version of events in Keep This Off the Record, the other half of the Much Ado About Love series!



Thank you for reading and enjoy!

xoxo,
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If you or someone you know is experiencing abuse, contact the National Domestic Violence Hotline at 800-799-7233 or visit thehotline.org for support.

For international resources, visit speakyourtruth.today to find help in your area.







  
  
Chapter one




NAOMI: O.M.F.G.


RILEY: Here’s my cup. Pour me some tea. 




Naomi wasn’t even sure where to start with filling in her friend. Her high school reunion had gone in every possible direction except the one she expected. And she needed to tell  someone. 

“I don’t feel so good.” Her best friend, Abigail Meyer, who sat beside Naomi in their Lyft, made an urp sound, and her naturally pale skin somehow became a shade paler. 

“Should I be pulling over?” the Lyft driver asked, casting a nervous glance at them in the rearview mirror. 

“No, we’re fine.” Naomi smiled assuredly at the narrowing eyes in the reflection. “Trust me. She hasn’t started turning gray yet.” She was confident, mostly confident, that they would make it home without any incidents. Having been best friends with Abby since the first day of Hebrew school meant Naomi was no stranger to holding Abby’s hair back after one too many drinks. And vice versa. 

But they were in their thirties, at their fifteen-year high school reunion, and it had been a minute since she’d had to do that. 

She returned her attention to her phone.


NAOMI: Everything has gone sideways. I actually flirted with someone. And then Abby threw a drink on Freya. Now she’s very drunk in the car ride home.


RILEY: Ok - listen. You cannot TLDR something like this. I need you to start AT.THE.BEGINNING. and give me all the details.




“The beginning” was the moment they walked in the doors of Northwest High, and their alumni class president handed them their name tags and reunion programs.

“Have fun, ladies!” the class president had said with an enthusiastic wave.

While Naomi had been trying to smooth out a crease in her nametag, Abby had tugged at her, pulling her off to the side near some lockers. 

“She’s here,” Abby said in a hushed voice.

“Who?” Naomi asked in a normal volume, looking around to see who might be near enough for Abby to whisper.

“Look!” Abby held up the program and pointed at a line in the evening events.

ALUMNI OF DISTINCTION AWARD


Freya Jonsson


Senior Correspondent, Nightly Global News


“You promised me she wouldn’t be here!” Abby hissed like an old radiator being overworked on a frosty winter day.

“Promised” was a strong word. Naomi had relayed information. Information that had been hastily acquired and was now proving to be faulty. 

When the invitation for their fifteen-year reunion had arrived (because, true to their class personality, they couldn’t get it together in time to put together a ten-year reunion), Naomi had done a quick search to see if there was any chance that their former classmate, Freya, would be attending. Her latest post was a picture of her in Germany, which, according to the caption, was part of a story she was doing on the refugee crisis in the EU. This is what Naomi had told Abby as part of her argument to convince her reluctant BFF to RSVP yes to the event.

Naomi hadn’t particularly cared if Freya attended the reunion. Freya, who had filled the role of popular cheerleader in high school, had not run in her social circle back in the day, so their interactions in high school were minimal at best. Most of those interactions involved her pulling Abby away from a heated argument with Freya. For four years of high school, Naomi couldn’t understand what was happening between Freya and Abby. Like two pieces of flint, they seemed completely unable to pass each other without sparks flying. Naomi hadn’t even figured out the combination on her locker on the first day of high school before she heard the two of them yelling. The whole thing was so out of character from the kind, sweet, funny Abigail that Naomi had known most of her life, and when she asked Abby about it, she couldn’t get a straight answer other than, “She started it.”

“I guess her social media isn’t giving real time updates of her location,” Naomi had replied to Abby. 

That was something she hadn’t considered but probably should have. Freya was more than a reporter for one of the largest news organizations in the world; she was something of a celebrity. Despite being just over thirty years old, she had become a household name. Not only a well-respected media personality who would go to the ends of the earth to find the truth, but also a bestselling author, a frequent guest on the couch of popular late night television shows, and influencer-level social media presence who was known to post heart-melting cuddle pics with her fluffy dog, garnering nearly a million likes each time. So, she probably didn’t habitually post her exact whereabouts to the public. Oops. 

“C’mon, we’re here to see old friends and have fun,” Naomi had continued. “Don’t let Freya get in the way of that.”

“I won’t.” Abby shrugged, a small dismissive movement that belied some irritation at the suggestion. “It’s not like it matters either way. I wasn’t expecting it, is all.” Naomi couldn’t tell if she meant it or if she was saying it to convince herself. Maybe a little bit from column A and a little from column B.

“Exactly. She might not even show up. Maybe she’ll accept the award over video or something.” 

Abby gave a little snort. “That would be so Freya.” Yep. There was definitely some column B in there.

“Good,” Naomi had said, pushing open the double doors to the gym. “We’ve got four drink tickets between us, so let’s get us some cheap reunion-grade alcohol and

mingle.”

The small gym was packed, with easily more than a hundred people in the room. Despite the crowds, the bar was easy to spot. The two folding tables covered in black plastic tablecloths had a line a dozen people deep. 

“Was that Mikey Weinberg we walked past?” Abby asked as they inched forward in line. 

“You spotted him too? He’s definitely cleaned up.”

“Cleaned up? He’s looking gooooood.” Abby nudged her. 

“You interested?”

Abby let out a guffaw. “He’s a little too … penis-forward for me.”

Now it was Naomi’s turn to guffaw. Her laugh came with a baritone echo, and it wasn’t until the person in front of them turned around that Naomi understood where it was coming from. 

“Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt your conversation,” the owner of the laugh said. He was svelte, with sandy hair and rich brown eyes and a fair complexion that gave him a youthful, almost cherubic appearance. Not her type. Not usually, anyway. But there was an unexpected flutter in her stomach that caught her off guard. “That was just not something I was expecting to hear in line for a drink at a reunion.” 

“Yeah, dicks aren’t my thing,” Abby said, shrugging unapologetically the way only Abby could. Naomi adored Abby’s ability to be unabashedly confident in who she was, but it could sometimes catch newcomers off guard.

This guy didn’t bat an eye, though. “Having one myself, I can honestly say I don’t blame you.” He chuckled.

“I like you,” Abby said. “Why weren’t we friends in high school?”

“Oh, I didn’t go here. I’m a guest. My name is Will, by the way.” He extended a hand.

“Abby.” She took it and they shook.

He nodded, and then his eyes fell on Naomi. “And you are?” His smile, an amused smirk, warmed to something a little richer. The flutter in her stomach went from a butterfly wing’s soft flap to a hummingbird’s buzz. 

“Naomi,” she said. He offered his hand and she took it. She felt a rush of heat at his touch and looked down to ensure that her olive skin hadn’t turned bright red. 

“And what brings you here?” The space between his eyebrows cinched together slightly, and he let go of her hand. “I mean, besides the reunion. Obviously. And the drinks. You’re in line for a drink, clearly. God, for a journalist, I’m not very good at asking questions.” The awkwardness was unexpected. And adorable. 

“You’re a journalist?” she asked.

He nodded. He may have released her hand, but his eyes continued to hold on to hers. “Associate producer, technically. Right now. I assist the real journalists with everything they need to put their story together. It’s not particularly exciting.”

“Really? I think it sounds incredibly exciting.”

“I mean, I love what I do. Sometimes, it involves traveling to exotic places, meeting celebrities, or working on breaking news stories. But that’s one percent of the job, and the other ninety-nine percent involves researching, editing, making phone calls, and sitting in meetings. That kind of thing. And then there’s no guarantee that all that work will amount to anything. I’ve put months into stories that have ended up shelved because of a lead that fell through or because the studio didn’t like the direction it was going. As I said, not super exciting. Like this very long explanation you didn’t ask for.”

Naomi offered a reassuring grin. “It’s interesting to me, at least. I don’t know anyone working in journalism, so this is all new to me. You said studio—does that mean you work for a television station?”

He nodded. “Nightly Global News on the WNO network. Not sure if you know it?”

Of course, she knew it. 

She knew it quite well for three reasons. 

One—even though she, like most people her age, did not get most of her news from TV, it was one of the most famous news programs on one of the most famous television channels in the United States. 

Two—the WNO television studio was located in Chicago, two blocks from her office, and as she passed it every morning on her walk from the El. 

And three—it was where Freya worked.

“I’m familiar,” she said as noncommittally as possible, a sudden squeak in her voice. 

“Yeah. My boss is here to receive some alumni award, actually.” He scanned the room with his eyes as if trying to find her in the crowd. “We have to catch a flight tonight for an interview in London. She wasn’t going to come originally, but I convinced her it would be good for her to at least stop by and see some old friends. She works a lot. Too much, really, so I try to help her have a little fun now and then, too. All part of the job, I guess.”

Naomi gave a surreptitious glance in Abby’s direction. She expected Abby to have some retort about Freya at the ready, but instead, she only had a placid, unreadable smile on her face, like a store mannequin on display in the window. Or maybe she got interrupted before she could say anything because at that moment someone—was that Dana? Daniella?—a person possibly with a D name Naomi vaguely recognized walked up to Abby.

“Abigail Channing, my yearbook compatriot. How are you?”

“Devan Landry!” Abby said without hesitation. “You were the only one who appreciated my layouts.”

Right, Devan! Naomi hadn’t been on the yearbook committee, but she’d heard all the stories from Abby. With all the pranks the two had pulled together, they would have a bit of reminiscing and catching up to do. Naomi had known Devan well enough to join in on their conversation, but in her peripheral vision, she could see that Will’s gaze had moved from Devan back to her. And she didn’t mind enjoying those eyes on her for a few more minutes. 

“I did Mathletes when Abby was in yearbook,” she said, facing him again. 

“Mathletes!” Will let out a laugh. “That’s …”

“It’s okay, you can say it. That’s extra nerdy. I also went to math summer camps.”

“That’s a thing?”

“Yep! And I went every summer, for all four years of high school.”

“So let me guess, you became a … math teacher?”

“I thought about it. But I don’t like people enough. I prefer quiet, sensible, and drama-free numbers. Which is why I became an accountant.”

“I can’t say I’ve ever heard numbers described as ‘drama-free’ before.” 

“Exactly my point. Numbers mind their own business—you don’t hear about them. They do their job, and life goes on.”

Will seemed to consider this. “Unless you start cooking the books. Then numbers become a problem.”

“Sure, but then you’re dealing with people again. The numbers aren’t lying, the people are.”

Will smiled at her, a wide grin that made distracting dimples appear. “You’re making me seriously consider a career change.”

Naomi wasn’t a giggler. She wasn’t a hair twirler either, but somehow her mouth let out a titter, and her finger found its way into her dark hair, which she was definitely looping in circles. 

The line moved and they took another step forward, placing Will at the front. “Can I buy you a drink in exchange for some more accounting talk?” He flashed his two drink tickets like a magician revealing his cards. 

More flutters in her stomach. She hadn’t been sure if he had been politely passing the time while they were in line, but now it seemed like this was more than small talk. Like maybe he was feeling something too?  

A part of her brain reminded her that the whole thing—having a stranger, who was crashing her high school reunion with his boss / her best friend’s high school nemesis, spend a drink ticket on her at a folding table bar —was kind of preposterous. A part of her wanted to thank him politely and send him on his way. But another part of her wasn’t ready to end this conversation quite yet. It had been so long since she had felt anything even slightly akin to a flutter that she had started to doubt that she could feel it again. But it turned out she could. And now she wanted to feel it a little bit more. 

What the hell. 

“Okay,” she said.

The pleased look on Will’s face brought a smile to her lips. 

“What can I get you?” the bartender asked as they approached.

“I’ll have …” Will bent down slightly to read the list of drinks. “The Naughty Narwhal. I take it the Narwhal is your mascot?” he said, turning to Naomi.

“Go Narwhals!” she replied, giving a less-than-enthusiastic fist pump. Then, “A white wine for me, thanks.”

Abby was still talking to Devan when the bartender set down her drink. Naomi picked it up and gave Abby a little wave. “I’m going to go right over here.” She indicated a general direction with her glass.

Abby paused her conversation long enough to nod. Her eyes flicked ever so briefly to Will, then back to Naomi, seeming to piece the scene together. If Abby had any opinions about her drinking with someone connected to Freya, she wasn’t letting on. She had said Freya’s presence here didn’t matter, so maybe she didn’t harbor any feelings about Will working with her. After all, Abby wasn’t one to mince words—if she had feelings about something, she would usually let someone know pretty quickly. And on the rare occasions that she didn’t, Naomi had known her long enough to be able to decipher her expressions. 

She stepped away from the bar and motioned to a small, empty spot along the wall next to a blue and white balloon arch. 

“How’s your Narwhal?” she asked as Will sipped the blue concoction.

His face puckered, and he nodded with tightly pursed lips.

“That good, huh?”

“It’s very sweet,” he said, inspecting the contents of his plastic cup. “But then, I’m pretty basic when it comes to my drinks. A simple IPA is all I need.”

She decided to give him a little test. Again, not that she was remotely in the market to date anyone, but it couldn’t hurt to do a little test … for fun. “My introduction to drinking was Manischewitz wine during the holidays, so my tolerance for sweet drinks is pretty high. You ever had it?” 

“My good buddy from college invited me to his house for Passover. That was my first time drinking Manischewitz. This little Midwestern goyim was not prepared for four very full glasses.”

Okay, he wasn’t Jewish. But he was the kind of goyim who was able to casually throw around the Yiddish term for someone who wasn’t Jewish. Not that it mattered. Because she wasn’t looking for a relationship. Or a fling. “It’s fair to say it’s an acquired taste.”

There was a sudden flicker of playfulness in his eyes. “It’s a taste I’d be open to acquiring.” 

The flutter in her stomach plunged lower. She hadn’t had that kind of flutter in even longer.

Naomi had never really had to flirt. She’d married her high school sweetheart and after a tumultuous marriage and an even worse divorce, she hadn’t had much interest in seeing what else might be out there for her. Trying to flirt with Will now wasn’t like getting on a bicycle again. It was like trying to ride a unicycle for the first time. Through a ring of fire. While juggling kittens.

The wine helped a little. But as it turned out, she didn’t need much help. She kept waiting to feel awkward, for uncomfortable silences, but they never came. Instead, the conversation flowed and the distance between them continued to shrink.

“Yeah! If you like the Green Mill, you should definitely check out the Jazz Showcase,” Will said, a sheepish look overtaking his face. “Maybe I can take you, sometime?”  

He had put a hand in his pocket and when he pulled it out, he held a business card between his fingertips. The first awkward silence passed between them as she looked at the card, unsure what to do. She wanted to say yes and she wanted to say no. She wanted more of what was happening between them, but she didn’t want all the things that came with it. 

No, she thought. She wasn’t ready for anything beyond the safety of flirting under harsh, unforgiving, fluorescent gym lights. 

Was she? 

A distinct laugh cut through the chatter in the gym, breaking the spell of her indecision.

“I have to admit this isn’t far off from how I imagined you’d end up. The sad, lonely drunk at a bar.” That voice. It was unmistakable. 

Freya Jonsson. 

Something else was unmistakable too—the tone of her voice. Naomi had heard it before, many, many times during her high school career. There was only one person she could be talking to.

She turned to face the bar, and there was Abby, her back to Naomi, squaring off with Freya as if it were Freshman year. 

“I’m not—” Abby said. 

“Let me guess. You live alone. With your cat.” It seemed that fifteen years hadn’t softened Freya one bit. 

Her personality wasn’t the only thing that hadn’t changed. She looked like a Barbie who had simply switched outfits. She had the same platinum blonde hair, pearly white smile, and perfect milky skin that Naomi remembered from high school. Only now, she was Journalist Barbie in a tailored pinstripe suit with Christian Louboutin heels instead of Cheerleader Barbie in a blue and white uniform with pom poms. 

“Yes, but—”

“I knew it!” Freya laughed.

This couldn’t have gone worse. 

Somehow, those two had not only found each other but had found themselves right back in their teenage feud. 

Back in the day, the only thing that would break up their arguments was the period bell. Or Naomi. Unlike Freya’s friends, who attended these clashes like ringside seats, Naomi would never get involved but would, gently, guide Abby away. Since no one would be late for any classes, Naomi was probably their only hope for disrupting this age-old dance before it turned into something embarrassing like a school talent show performance gone wrong. 

She looked back at Will, who was also watching the situation unfold, his expression an understandable mix of bewilderment and concern. She wondered if she should attempt to give him the Cliff Notes version of what was happening. But when she glanced back at the bar, she could see Abby’s shoulders had crept up towards her ears and she decided he would have to wait for answers.

“Sorry,” she held up a finger. “Give me one second.”

She walked the handful of steps across the gym to the bar.

“Abby?” She put a light hand on her friend’s shoulder. Abby turned and Naomi didn’t miss the flush in her cheeks and haze across her eyes that suggested she was less than sober. Abby had a nearly full glass of blue liquid in her hand and three matching—and very empty—cups sat on the bar behind her. She and Will had been talking longer than she’d thought. She was going to need to get her friend some water, STAT.

“Oh. My. God.” Freya put a hand on her stomach as she laughed. “And there she is, right on cue.”

“Hi, Freya,” Naomi said in a neutral tone. She wasn’t, had never been, intimidated or impressed by the other woman. Her haughty act always felt contrived, like she was putting on a show, one that Naomi wasn’t interested in attending. 

“Abby,” Naomi repeated, giving Abby’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “Can I steal you for a second?”

At the sound of footsteps, Naomi looked over her shoulder to see Will come up beside her, his face maintaining the look of confusion. 

“Ah.” Freya sighed. “Honestly, this is exactly how I imagined it. You, peaking in high school—if we could even call it peaking—and ending up as an old cat lady who is still obsessed with your ‘friend’ from high school.”

Abby looked back at Freya, her eyes dark. “I am not—”

“Freya, um, I think they’re getting ready to start the program,” Will said in a hesitant voice that suggested that while he didn’t know what was going on, he was gathering that it would be best to help Abby and Freya separate. “Maybe we should head over to the stage.”

“Finally,” Freya said to Will and then back to Abby. “It’s certainly been a pleasure. For me, anyway.”

Naomi had to stop herself from making a shooing motion with her hands. Off you go, she wanted to say. Maybe she should have. Maybe she could have stopped Freya from tossing in one last dig. 

“See you at the next one, then? I seriously can’t wait.” The derision in her voice was unmistakable. 

Naomi saw it out of the corner of her eye. A single flick of the wrist. And then a splatter of blue liquid from Abby’s cup flew directly onto Freya’s very expensive-looking suit. 

“Ohhh,” Naomi said as droplets of blue rolled down Freya’s jacket. She covered her mouth to hide both her astonishment and her amusement. Freya had clearly come looking for a fight. And though she’d gotten one, Naomi couldn’t think of a time she had seen Freya clearly speechless. 

Before Naomi could decide what to do, Abby let out a single, braying laugh. 

Freya found her words. “Really?” 

Abby’s laugh grew louder until she was nearly howling. 

It was becoming clear to Naomi that she didn’t need to get Abby some water; she needed to get Abby out of here. Which was for the best anyway. She’d already made things weird with Will when she didn’t take his card, and she couldn’t imagine it getting any better after all this. A swift exit now would allow them both to fondly remember their brief, magical encounter together.

She put her hand back on Abby’s shoulder. “I think we’re going to, um, head out now; come on, Abby. Let’s go this way.” 

Abby, still cackling, let Naomi lead her towards the exit. “Don’t be mad, Naomi.” Her words had a definitive slur around the edges. “You can’t be mad. I had to. I finally got to show everyone that I am the one who will get the last word. Sorry, Principal Baxter, no detentions today! By the way, I kind of had a lot to drink.”

“I noticed,” Naomi replied, gently.

“I don’t know what happened. I was talking to that cute bartender, and she was making me these tequila cocktails.” Abby gripped her arm and said softly, “I think I had like four.”

“Well, then I believe we know exactly what happened,” Naomi said in a motherly tone. “You had four drinks. On an empty stomach.” Naomi fished her phone from her purse and requested a ride. 

“I’ve made better decisions in my life.”

“You have.”

“But the bartender was, like, so hot, Naomi. How could I say no to her and her southern accent and her tattoos? And then suddenly … boom … Freya.” They had reached the doors to the school and stepped out into the thick Chicago summer night air. 

“Yeah,” Naomi said. “And then suddenly … boom … a drink in Freya’s face.”

“I can’t believe I did that.” Abby cackled.

“It’s definitely not how I pictured things going,” Naomi said. 

“Hey, remember when I said you shouldn’t be mad at me?”

“I do.”

“I give you permission to be, like, a little mad at me. I kind of ruined the reunion.”

“It was time to get going anyway. But it’s definitely a night I’ll never forget.” Of course, there was Freya. But also Will. It was truly Some Enchanted Evening, and she had met a stranger across a crowded room. And their brief meet-cute encounter had showed her that maybe there was a chance for love again someday. Maybe she would let Abby talk her into downloading another dating app sometime. Maybe she was ready to try again. 

Their car pulled up and they both got in. As the car began to drive, Abby leaned against the window. As the minutes dragged on, the silence began to weigh on Naomi. She needed to tell someone what had transpired. And there was only one person who would truly understand. 

She pulled out her phone. 


NAOMI:  O.M.F.G.


RILEY: Here’s my cup. Pour me some tea. 


NAOMI: Literally everything has gone sideways. I flirted with someone. Abby threw a drink on Freya. Now she’s very drunk in the car ride home.


RILEY: Ok - listen. You cannot TLDR something like this. I need you to start AT. THE.BEGINNING. and give me all the details.




“Naomi,” Abby said, dropping her head onto Naomi’s shoulder. “I’m beginning to suspect this wasn’t my finest hour.”

“At least it will make for a good story.”

“No,” Abby said, drawing out the vowel. “It’s a bad story. Very bad, embarrassing story. You can’t tell anyone. Promise you won’t tell anyone.”

“Ummm …” Naomi looked down at her phone.

“This one goes in the vault,” Abby said. 

NAOMI: I’ve been sworn to secrecy. You’ll have to live off the crumbs I’ve given you. And don’t say a word to Abby!



“Okay,” Naomi said. “Into the vault it goes.”








  
  
Chapter two



“Napkin, honey?” 

Will, who had been watching Naomi lead her friend out of the gym, looked at the pile of napkins the bartender was holding out to Freya. By the time he glanced back again, Naomi had vanished, leaving only the swinging double doors of the gym as evidence that she had been there. 

Should he follow her? Or should he stay here with Freya?

The internal debate was so heated that he felt like he was going to break out into a sweat. Although it was also getting a little warm in the crowded gym. 

He certainly hadn’t planned on meeting anyone at his boss’s high school reunion. In fact, he hadn’t even planned on coming in. He’d intended to wait in the car and clear out his active volcano of an inbox. But at the last second, Freya had suggested he accompany her. 

“I feel bad enough dragging you to this,” she had said. “At least come in and use my drink tickets.”

Standing in the corner of someone else’s high school reunion didn’t exactly top his list of fun ways to spend an evening. But he didn’t want Freya to waste her few precious moments not working, being worried about him. So, he’d agreed. 

It wouldn’t be all bad, he had told himself. After all, he was curious to get an opportunity to see another side of Freya, to learn about her life outside of Nightly Global News, and maybe even get a glimpse into what she had been like in high school.  

Will had been an Associate Producer with Nightly Global News for a little over three years, and most of it had been spent with Freya. According to the job description, he was supposed to rotate working with the NGN correspondents, but after his first story with Freya, he never left her side. It wasn’t intentional, more of a natural progression as he consistently volunteered for her segments, and she constantly requested his assistance. Eventually, it became an unspoken expectation within the newsroom that Will and Freya were a package deal until last year, when it became part of his contract. 

Freya fascinated him. She approached the world and people in a way he had never seen before. At first, he thought that was because he was a farm boy from Indiana who didn’t know much about big media personalities, but over the years, he came to understand it had nothing to do with him and everything to do with her. She was razor sharp and laser-focused. She could spend three days reading through hundreds of pages of police records to find that one missing piece of information everyone else had missed as easily as she could sit across from the most prepped and lawyered-up celebrity and still get them to share their darkest secrets. He had made her his job, as much as his actual job. It had become a sort of game for him, trying to learn what made her tick and how he could keep all the cogs moving so that she could get her work done. And he considered himself pretty good at it. 

But who Freya was outside the role of Senior Correspondent for Nightly Global News, now that was an entirely different story. He thought he got glimpses of what else lay behind those arctic blue eyes on occasion, but he was never quite sure because she was as good at hiding her personal life as she was exposing others’. What she thought or felt, beyond the scope of her professional life, was almost never expressed, no matter how hard he tried to get a peek behind the curtain. So, the opportunity to possibly see another facet of Freya was too good an opportunity to pass up. 

Except not even a million AI simulations could have guessed what he had seen. Not that he had seen much. Only a few seconds. But the fire in Freya’s eyes was undeniable. Not only her eyes, her entire demeanor had been engulfed in flames like a meteor hurtling towards earth. This was a woman who had listened to a serial killer detail his gruesome crimes without remorse and had barely blinked. What could Abby have done to elicit such a reaction? And, equally, what could Freya possibly have done to incite Abby to throw a drink at her? Freya could be difficult at times, but she would certainly never do anything to risk an errant tweet or TikTok about her. What could have happened?

It seemed like Naomi knew. The way her head had turned when she heard Freya laugh, the determination with which she walked over to them, and the familiarity in how she handled extricating her friend only added to the puzzle he couldn’t quite solve. He wanted to ask her to put the pieces together. Truthfully, he wanted to ask her a lot of things. Like had she planned to take his card before they got interrupted? Could they go to that jazz show sometime? Could she explain how she absolutely knocked the wind out of him when he turned around and saw her for the first time? 

But she had left, never once pausing to look back. 

Naomi was witty and funny and gorgeous and in only a few minutes had left him wanting to chase after her. He continued to consider it as he stared at the gymnasium doors, still swinging in her wake. But the seconds dragged on, and so did the reasons why he shouldn’t. Chasing down a woman he hardly knew was only romantic in the movies—in real life, it was plain creepy. Besides, he was here in a professional capacity. He wasn’t necessarily on the job at this moment, but he would be shortly, and, in the meantime, he was with his boss at her reunion. The same boss who was standing across from him, soaked in cheap, blue booze for reasons of which he still wasn’t entirely sure. 

The right thing to do, he decided, was to stay with Freya. He would make sure she was okay and then later he could figure out if there was anything he could do about the Naomi situation. Maybe there was a non-creepy way to find her. Or maybe even Freya could introduce them.

He took the napkins from the bartender. “Here, let me,” he said, turning to Freya. He looked again at the mess and realized he wasn’t sure what to do with the napkins. Wiping off liquor of the front of your boss’ suit hadn’t been covered in their HR training on the rules of touch at work. Also, while he considered himself close to Freya, he could count the number of times they had had any form of physical contact on one hand, and most of those were accidents.

He took the stack of napkins and patted uncomfortably at her arm.

He was grateful when Freya took the stack from him. “I’m fine; it’s just a drink,” she said, picking up where Will had left off. “I’m pretty sure cleaning drinks off my clothes was not in your job description.”

Will shifted uncomfortably, trying to decide the best course of action. Freya wasn’t a big fan of having people care for her. He usually had to do it surreptitiously, by finding little ways to help her that didn’t look like that was what he was doing. Like today, for instance, when she was looking particularly tired and he went to “get himself” coffee as a pretense to buy one for her too. Or last week, when she commented that her back was hurting after a long day at the computer, and he ordered her a lumbar support pillow and told her that the station had sent out ergonomic supplies to all their shows. Or three years ago, when he figured out that June fourteenth was her birthday but also National Bourbon Day, which happened to be her favorite drink, and had since made a point to give her a bottle of bourbon as a birthday gift disguised as a silly holiday gift.   

He considered himself fairly adept at reading her, even when she didn’t have much to say—which was often—but in this moment, he couldn’t glean anything from the tone of her voice or her expression. Was she hurt or angry? Embarrassed? Did she need a minute alone? Did she need someone to help her laugh it off? 

She disliked being asked those kinds of questions even more than she enjoyed being cared for. But he felt like he had to go for it. So, he did. “Are you … okay?” 

“Yep.” She kept her eyes on her task, but the slight tinge of annoyance in her words was the first indication of how she was feeling. Still, she kept things light. “Good thing I wore black, huh?”

“It’s just …”

She cut her eyes to him for a moment. “It’s only a drink, Will. I’ll be fine.” 

“I think what your friend here is trying to say is, we’re all dying to know what just happened,” the bartender said, the New Orleans accent drawing out each word. When Freya looked up at her, she lifted her hands innocently. “Now, I know it’s none of my business. But I work a lot of these reunion-type events and that was a first for me.”

“You’re right. It is none of your business,” Freya snapped. 

Will’s eyes widened in astonishment. Freya could get testy, but she never snapped. Even she seemed taken aback by her reaction, and she cleared her throat before saying in a much friendlier, much more Freya way, “To be honest, you know about as much as I do. Um, what was your name again?”

“Caroline, but Lena is fine.”

“Lena. Thanks for the napkins, by the way.” Freya’s body language and tone had completely shifted now, and she smiled at Lena. “I think I was able to get most of it off me before it soaked into my jacket too much. As I was saying, I wish I had more to tell you. I came over here to get a drink, we exchanged a few words, and then …” Freya set down the napkins on the bar with finality.

“Oh, I get it.” Lena threw the napkins away. “You two dated or somethin’? Bad breakup?” 

Will remained still, like a hunter trying not to spook a deer. Lena was asking questions no one at Nightly Global News would dare ask, not even him. Freya’s private life was strictly off limits. Could this nosy but disarming bartender get something out of her?

“No, Abby and I didn’t date. There’s no history.” No dice. Nice try, Lena.

“Oh, these two have history,” someone said behind him. 

Then someone else added, “Can you say, 9021-oh my God, drama?”

Will turned to see two women walking towards them, blond ponytails poised high on the top of their heads and swishing like excited cat tails with each step. Freya must have known them because her lips pulled into a smile, and she gasped, but they seemed oddly disinterested in her. Instead, they walked past Freya and set up camp directly between him and Lena.

The first woman, whose nametag read, “Hi, my name is: Penny Davis,” waved them closer with her finger. “Listen, you want the goss?” He did, in fact, want the goss. He couldn’t help it. This felt like a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that he couldn’t miss, and he leaned in. 

“It’s simple,” the other woman, Ashley Brown, according to her nametag, said. “In high school, Freya here was a queen. And little Abby over there was jealous. It was so obvious she wanted to be popular.”

“Exactly,” Penny said.  

Ashley made sure Will and Lena were paying attention before she continued. “She reminds me of those yappy little chihuahuas that always bark at the bigger dogs.” 

“Oh my God, exactly. And Naomi was always hanging on to her like a bad case of fleas. The whole thing was bizarre.”

Will involuntarily pulled back. A bad case of fleas? He couldn’t claim to know Naomi very well, or at all, really, but that portrayal of her caught him off guard. Then again, he told himself, Ashley and Penny did seem to enjoy the hyperbolic side of life. 

“Yeah, it was so sad. But also kind of entertaining. Like four years of binge-watchable, so-pitiful-you-can’t-look-away, d-r-a-m-a.” Ashley looked to Penny for confirmation. “Pen, stop me if I’m wrong.”

Penny shook her head. “Nope. Can confirm that is one hundred percent accurate.”

Freya laughed, but something about it told Will that she wasn’t enjoying their little performance as much as she was letting on. “Will, meet Penny and Ashley. My absolute best friends from school who know a little something about drama themselves. You two haven’t changed a bit, have you?” 

“Not where it counts!” Ashley said. “We’re as pretty and as catty as we were freshman year.”

“If I had a drink, I’d cheers to that. But I got interrupted,” Freya said. 

Penny gave a very serious nod. “Oh, we know.”

Ashley placed a hand on Penny’s shoulder. “Why do you think we made a beeline over here? Not that we weren’t excited to see you anyway. But that kind of upped our timeline for coming over here.”

“You saw it?” Freya asked.

The solemnity in their eyes was gone, replaced by scandal-hungry eyes. “Are you kidding?” Penny said. “Abby drink-slapped you. Everyone saw it.”

“Everyone,” Ashley said.

“I wish I could say I was shocked. But I’m not,” Penny’s attention was back on giving Will and Lena the goss. 

“No, not in the slightest,” Ashley confirmed, even though no one had asked. “If I were on the reunion committee, I can tell you I would have lost her invitation, that’s for sure. It seemed inevitable that she was going to do something to try to ruin this for you.”

The bartender let out a high-pitched phew. “Guess I dodged a bullet then, as I was about to give her my number.”

Will looked at the bartender, grateful he wasn’t the only one finding himself in this situation. “I was about to give my number to Abby’s friend. Things went, um, south before we could.”

“Okay, what?” Ashley said.

“Um, no.” Penny aimed her finger first at Lena and then turned to Will. “And no.”

“No?” Will echoed, feeling a little more deflated each time the duo took another shot at Naomi. He would probably never see her again, but it would be nice if she could at least remain a happy memory. 

“Weren’t you listening? Yappy chihuahua’s fleas? That’s Naomi,” Ashley said. 

“I’m sure Naomi is a perfectly nice human being,” Penny said. “But if she’s stayed friends with Abby all these years, imagine what kind of Stockholm Syndrome she must be living with.”

“Wait a minute.” Ashley’s eyes grew as wide as an anime character’s. “If you were going to get Naomi’s number, then that means you and Freya aren’t here together.” 

There was nothing between him and Freya, never had been and never would be. She was a superior, a colleague, a mentor, a friend. Freya didn’t even seem like she had the time or inclination for romantic relationships, and his respect was too intertwined with a healthy dose of fear to make room for any attraction. But he didn’t want any of that well-defined boundary to be spoiled by insinuations that could plant seeds of concern in Freya’s mind. The sudden rush of discomfort forced the words out of his mouth too quickly. “Us? No, no, no.” He knew as soon as he said it that he had made a rookie mistake. Ashley and Penny’s pupils dilated to saucers, thinking they were on the trail of some more goss. 

He knew better than that. When it came to people’s perceptions, vehement denial was as good as an admission. The best thing to do was to answer a question with a question. 

Freya, of course, didn’t miss a beat. Before they could get a word in, she laughed and said, “You think I’d bring a date in a T-shirt?” 

He knew what she was doing. She was matching Mean Girl for Mean Girl. Setting herself up as the meanest of all. But Penny and Ashley couldn’t see the wires behind the illusion. His graphic tees, in this case an image of the Dunder Mifflin logo from The Office, were an ongoing joke between them. In the early days, she had side-eyed his laid-back style, a direct contrast to her flawlessly curated appearance. She probably still didn’t love it, but somewhere along the way, her disapproval had softened into amusement and teasing. And so, he kept collecting shirts, but now each one was carefully placed in the hopes that they might earn a reluctant smile.

Either way, her plan had worked. Ashley and Penny tried to laugh off their mistake like it had all been a joke.

“No, of course not,” Penny said.

Now that she had them off balance, Freya set about putting the record straight. “Will is my Associate Producer. We’re heading out to London tonight for the G7 Summit right after I accept this award. He offered to wait in the car, but I said he should come in and have a few drinks.”

For the first time, Penny and Ashley had nothing to say. 

“Speaking of the award.” Freya reached into her purse. “I need to head over to the stage. But it was a highlight to see you both. We should catch up soon! Lena, it was wonderful meeting you.” Her hand came out of her purse with a bill folded between her fingers, which she tucked into Lena’s palm. Then, without another word, she turned and began walking away. Will followed after her, but behind them, he could still hear Lena.

“Did you mean to—ma’am, this is a hundred dollars.”

Of course, she’d meant to. She was always one step ahead of the story. She was counting on recency bias to change the narrative around what had transpired when Lena, Penny, and Ashley told their friends what had happened. Gregarious and generous, Freya Jonsson was the type of person who tipped a bartender at her reunion one hundred dollars. That’s what they’d remember. The drink incident would only be folded in as part of the story, rather than the main attraction.

Freya didn’t stop, didn’t respond. She only gave a toodle-oo wave of her fingers. Will had to make full use of his long legs to keep up with Freya. “Your friends seemed …” He wanted to say something kind but was having trouble finding anything genuine. “Nice.” The way he said it almost came out like a question. 

“They were right about one thing: they haven’t changed one iota. They’re still as shallow as a kiddie pool.”

“I mean, they’re your friends, so I wasn’t going to say it, but … yeah. I mean, who says ‘the goss?’”

She gave him the first genuine smile he’d seen from her all night. “They were good friends to have in high school.”

If all those things were true, then maybe everything they said about Naomi wasn’t. Maybe there was still a chance. “You think they were right about Naomi too? She seemed pretty … amazing.”

Freya didn’t even look at him. “I don’t know,” she said brusquely. “But it’s too late now anyway, isn’t it?”

His sigh was silent, but deep. She was right. It was too late. Which was probably for the best. Dating the best friend of Freya’s high school nemesis probably wasn’t going to end well. Still, he couldn’t help but feel a little crestfallen. “Yeah, I guess so. It’s too bad. She seemed like something special.”








  
  
Chapter three



A voice ripped Naomi out of a deep Saturday morning slumber. “You told them.”  

She let out an involuntary squawk. Even with her eyes closed and her brain barely awake, she knew the person in her room was Abby. She and Abby lived down the hall from each other and had been each other’s emergency keyholders since first grade, when they exchanged spare keys to their diaries. Which is why it wasn’t unfathomable that Abby was in her apartment. But there appeared to be no screaming, no sirens, no smoke … nothing urgent that would constitute this rude awakening. 

Clutching her sheets, she rolled enough to be able to see out from under her arm. Abby stood in her bedroom doorway, hands on her hips, looking like she was the lone survivor in a horror film. She was still in her dress from last night, only now, it hung in a haphazard, tangled mess, much like the remnants of her messy bun.

Directly behind her stood Riley Tahara, their already strikingly tall and slim frame amplified by an all-black ensemble of skinny jeans, a fitted black shirt, and high-heeled boots. Their thick, wavy hair, dyed a frosty blue, brushed up against their flawless, flaxen skin, which was uncharacteristically lined with distress. Light distress, but distress nonetheless. 

“What is happening right now?” Naomi asked. Given that she had texted Riley only moments after Abby threw a drink on Freya, she was pretty sure she knew exactly what was happening. But she was hoping there was a chance she was wrong. Or that she could at least buy herself enough time to wake up so she could defend herself properly. 

Abby indicated behind her with a slight nod in Riley’s direction. “Riley broke into my apartment and woke me up in the middle of an ungodly hangover sleep because of you. So, now you are facing the consequences.”

Riley gasped like a maiden whose honor had been besmirched. “I did not break in.” 

“Did I invite you in?” Abby asked, looking behind her.

“What am I, a vampire?” Riley asked. “Besides, you gave me keys. I assumed that was an invitation.”

Abby’s eyes rolled so hard Naomi thought she was going to get vertigo. “I gave you my key last week because Naomi and I were both out of town, and I needed you to feed the cat.”

“Yes, and I made a copy then. You know, for emergencies.”

“Please,” Abby gestured towards Naomi. “Enlighten Naomi as to what the emergency was that brought you into my apartment at 6:58 a.m. On a Saturday.”

“I never got to say what it was because you were busy jumping to conclusions about God knows what.”

“I know what,” Abby said. So did Naomi. But who was going to be the first to say it?

Riley continued, unperturbed by Abby’s interruption. “As I was saying, I needed to tell you I’m in love. It happened last night. I stayed late at work doing some last-minute fittings for a Fassi runway show we’re doing next week. And then I stayed even later doing … was it Ethan? No, Evan. Well, whatever his name was, he was a Greek god, wrapped in a Roman god, smothered in the nectar of the gods.” Riley worked for Fassi, a large clothing chain store, but the way they talked about their job sometimes, it seemed like they spent more time with the models than they did with the clothes. 

Abby spun to face them. The movement was probably supposed to be a dramatic, TV-courtroom-lawyer, gotcha sort of spin, but she lost any authority when she wobbled so hard she nearly fell over. Naomi guessed that, given the night Abby had had, she was either ridiculously hungover or possibly even still a little drunk. “That was last week, and his name was Eric.”

“I mean, fine,” Riley said, finally cracking. They muttered softly, “Maybe I also wanted to hear more about how you Real Housewife’d a star.”

“Like I said,” Abby said, returning her accusatory glare to Naomi. “You told them.” 

Naomi pulled herself up to seated, keeping the sheet tightly wrapped around her—more for a sense of protection than propriety. The urge to confess was becoming untenable. She was a terrible liar, but she loved tuning into the Abby and Riley show.

The origin story of this trio of friends hinged on Abigail. Abby had become friends with Riley first, during college. But it hadn’t taken long for Naomi and Riley to meet and for the three of them to become inseparable. Still, Abby and Riley had a dynamic that was their own and part of what Naomi loved about their little threesome was watching their fast-paced and sometimes utterly ridiculous repartee. 

In an effort to hold out a little longer, Naomi bit down on the tip of her tongue, a habit she had forced herself to learn sometime in the sixth grade after she finally figured out that her parents were not actually psychic but were picking up on the fact that she unconsciously nibbled on her lips anytime she tried to withhold any information. She trained herself to bite her tongue instead, and by the time she was in seventh grade, she had mastered her new lip-nibbling-prevention skill well enough to see not one, but two R-rated movies. Unfortunately, there was one person who knew her too well. 

“I see it, Naomi! I see you biting your tongue. The jig is up. Admit you told Riley.”

Naomi released her tongue. It was no use. “Riley!” she moaned. “You swore you wouldn’t say anything!” 

“I didn’t!” Riley said. “I showed up with coffee. I handed Abby the coffee. Literally the most innocent and friendly thing a person can do.”

“So,” Abby said to Naomi. “Let me get this straight. You’re yelling at Riley for not keeping a secret when you swore to me last night you wouldn’t tell a soul?”

“Says the woman who used her spare keys to break into my apartment because she’s mad that Riley used theirs to break into hers.” Naomi was really struggling to keep a smile off her face.

Now it was Riley’s turn for the dramatic courtroom gotcha. This one came without any wobbling and ended with an equally dramatic finger point at Abby. “Ah ha! J’accuse!”

Naomi’s smile was starting to turn into laughter and there was nothing she could do about it. “I’m sorry, okay? But I had to tell someone. It was killing me!” 

“Laughing while you apologize is not super convincing.” Abby pouted.

Resigned to the fact that she wasn’t going to get back to sleep, she decided to accept her penance. “It’s hard to do anything properly without coffee. Can I please go make some before we continue this?”

“Yes. Please go make some.” Abby put such emphasis on ‘please’ that it sounded more like she was begging than giving permission. 

“Oh no, you don’t,” Riley said. “No more delays. There is perfectly good coffee in Abby’s apartment that I brought specifically to facilitate this conversation. Naomi, you can have mine. Now let’s get a move on.”

Even though Abby’s apartment was mere steps from hers, that was still a few more steps than she wanted to take this early in the morning. She did her best to give Riley the evil eye as she walked past them, but Riley was entirely unmoved. This was in part because she was a foot shorter than them and she became significantly less intimidating when she had to practically put her head between her shoulder blades to glare at them.

“Come on now, chop chop,” Riley said, clapping their hands like a farmer directing sheep to the pen.

Seconds after she was prodded out of her apartment, the door next to hers squeaked open and a single, scowling eye peered out. It was the signature look for Mrs. Pachenkis, her seventy-eight-year-old neighbor who had lived in this building long before, as she had growled at them on multiple occasions, “You yuppies came in and made my rent go up.” It didn’t seem like Mrs. Pachenkis had any friends or family, only pets, including a very talkative parrot and a pair of cats that made a habit of bolting out when she was glaring at her neighbors from the crack in her door. Naomi had tried to befriend Mrs. Pachenkis over the years, but her gestures had been vehemently rebuffed. 

Now she simply did her best not to give Mrs. Pachenkis any reasons to complain to the building manager. At the moment, the extreme tilt of Mrs. Pachenkis’ brow suggested that Naomi had failed this morning, and when she looked down, she realized why. In Riley’s haste to get them out the door, Naomi hadn’t even changed out of her oversized T-shirt that almost, but not quite, made it to her thighs. She debated going back and changing, but by that time, she was out of Mrs. Pachenkis’ view and nearly at Abby’s door. She’d need to borrow pants from Abby for the walk back.

Naomi had barely touched the mezuzah on Abby’s door frame before Riley was interrogating them. 

“Story. Now,” they said. 

Borrowing some inspiration from Mrs. Pachenkis, she gave Riley the best eyebrow raise she could muster.

Riley met her look with one of confusion and offense. “What?”

She settled into the sofa, covering her legs with a blanket. “You are in so much trouble. This doesn’t seem like appropriate behavior on Shabbat.” Naomi was the daughter of an Israeli Jew who had fallen in love with an American Jew studying abroad in Israel and, after a whirlwind romance, had followed her back to Chicago. 

Her family was both as devout and as liberal as the Venn diagram would allow. For her, that meant she was fully steeped in the traditions of the Jewish faith but was also given permission to live life, and Judaism, in whatever way was right for her. What had grown out of that was a deep, abiding love for Judaism and the intricate tapestry of history and culture that provided community, guidance, and grounding in all areas of her life. And like a beautiful tapestry, her Judaism was not rigid, but soft and flowing and able to change with the needs of the moment. Which meant that sometimes she would honor Shabbat by going to temple, sometimes she would only light candles at home, and sometimes, she would use Shabbat as a way to get out of trouble. 

Unfortunately, once again, Abby knew her too well to let her get away with that. “You’re right. Which is why you were home lighting candles instead of out drinking and cavorting last night.” 

“Cavorting!” She had forgotten about her brief encounter with Will until right now. She was not expecting that same flutter to tickle her as the memories queued up of his funny banter, his engaging smile, his gentle brown eyes, his very … inviting … lips.

“Spoilers!” Riley’s voice brought her back to the present. “You have to start at the beginning,” 

Abby scoffed and wordlessly walked down the short hallway in her apartment to the next room. Abby’s apartment was identical to Naomi’s, with the living room, bedroom, bathroom, and kitchen all connected by a single hallway. 

Riley took a seat next to Naomi, clearly settling in for story time, and Abby’s cat, Lancelot, made a beeline for the couch, his eyes set on Riley’s lap.

“No, no, Lancelot,” Riley said, scooting back as Lancelot leapt onto the armrest. “I hate to rain on your parade, good looking, but I’m in all black and you’re in all silver and never the twain shall meet.”

Abby reappeared holding two cups of coffee. “Are you tormenting Riley again?” she said to Lancelot as she leaned over Riley to hand Naomi one of the cups. Naomi could tell from the absence of any heat on her hand that drinking the tepid coffee was going to be a willful act of necessity and not one of pleasure. 

Naomi tried to get Lancelot’s attention. “Here, Lancey, come snuggle with me.” When that didn’t work, she picked him up and set him directly in her lap. He seemed to consider his options before padding in a circle and lying down. 

“Enough distractions!” Riley, now safe from the dangers of cat hair, was back on task. “I’m ready. Fill me in.” 

Abby sighed and began. “Freya emerged from the depths of the netherworld and started doing that thing, that same goddamn thing she did in high school, where she picks apart and belittles my entire life. And I was a few drinks in.” 

Naomi was compelled to interject. “A few? I believe you told me you were four, tequila drinks in.” 

“Oh, sweetie,” Riley said. “You’ve never been able to handle your tequila.”

“I’m aware.” Abby rubbed her temples for emphasis. “So yes, my tequila-soaked brain made a decision. A less-than-stellar decision. A decision I’m comfortable putting away in a vault and not talking about ever again. But if we’re locking it all in a vault, then I get to add how amazing it was, that after all these years, I finally, finally got to put Freya in her place. For the first time in my life, I left her speechless. It felt so good. And now we close the vault door forever.”

“You may think it was a less-than-stellar decision, but you can sleep soundly knowing that you have made many seasons of reality television stars very proud. And now that I am comfortably sated in my need for gossip, I decree it is time to go shopping.” 

Although she didn’t have her phone with her, Naomi had spied the “100+ messages” notification from her work e-mail app as she was dragged out of bed. “I really need to work today,” she said. 

“On a Saturday? What kind of totalitarian regime do you work for?”

“An accounting firm that is in the middle of the busy season.” 

“Naomi,” Riley said with solemnity. “The three of us—we’ve gone through something big together. Fingers were pointed, and lies were stripped away. Now we need to heal together. And there’s no better way to heal than through shopping.”

“I really should—”

“Excellent! I’m glad we’re agreed on that.”

It wasn’t that she couldn’t say no. It was that she didn’t want to—and Riley knew that. She was on the tail end of fiscal year audits for a number of her company’s biggest clients and had been working until the wee hours of the morning every day for weeks. Being at the reunion last night, however fleeting, had given her a taste of freedom, and she craved another helping. She’d pay for her rebellion with some even later nights to make up for the missed hours, but for now, she would let Riley talk her into playing hooky for a few more hours. 

“I’m sorry, do I not get a say in this shopping trip?” Abby said. “I could have plans. Or work.”

“Abigail Meyer,” Riley replied. “I know you well enough to know you would never book clients during the sacred hours reserved for hangovers and the walk of shame. Besides, I peeped your calendar when I met you at your office for lunch yesterday, so I know you’ve got nothing planned.”

After some more coffee, cajoling and, finally, a cab ride, the three friends were at their destination. Or perhaps more accurately, at Riley’s destination. The small, treelined street of boutique shops was one of their favorite spots for one-of-a-kind fashion—the only kind Riley would be seen in. While Naomi didn’t have the same predilection for eye-catching outfits, shopping trips with Riley gave her a chance to browse and occasionally indulge in a piece if something caught her eye. 

As she and Abby were perusing jewelry and Riley was somewhere ensconced in an aisle of skirts, a jaunty piano rendition of “Poor Unfortunate Souls” started emanating from Abby’s purse. Having been the one to suggest that ringtone, Naomi knew that it meant an incoming call from Abby’s younger sister, Rebecca Rhein. Six years their junior, Naomi had known Becca since she had been born and loved her like the annoying little sister that she was.
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