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For Tyler.


Meeting you was the greatest stroke of luck I’ll ever have.
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Chapter 1




Call me unorthodox, but I think I’ve fallen in love with a brick wall. I’m not even mad about it, because I know my followers will too.  

“Put the phone down, Sloan.”

“I can’t help it. I am Leonardo da Vinci, and this is my Mona Lisa.” I snap three more pictures of the exposed brick I’ve been obsessed with since I found the online listing for this charming former café. I bask in Lyla’s laughter as she rolls her eyes and then sticks her head in the empty glass display case for the third time.

She teases me again, “Seriously, how is your storage not full?”

“We should keep the tables on the other side, so this wall is clear for photos,” I say, ignoring her as I mentally furnish the space. “Ooh, what if we decorate it with vintage picture frames? All gold could be pretty. Or maybe painted in mismatched colors?”

“I’m leaving the decorating up to you, my friend. I’m just the flavor guru.”

“Yes, but your delicious cupcakes are the hook that will pull people in. The smell of them alone will have the whole town leaving a trail of drool all the way up the block and right up to that counter. Our counter,” I correct myself. 

Lyla scrunches her nose. “We’d better buy a mop to avoid slip and fall lawsuits, then.” 

By now, she’s emerged from the display case and glances at her phone before tucking it back into the pocket of her bright yellow pea coat. Running a hand over her straight blonde hair, she looks around the room.

“Heard from Adam yet?” I ask. 

“Still waiting to hear. He texted me a little while ago to let me know he was going into the meeting. I’ll call him after we sign the papers, and then we can all celebrate this promotion together. Get your earplugs ready, people!”

Our realtor emerges from the kitchen, arms wide. She’s almost as pleased as we are, and I don’t blame her. It’s been six months of painstakingly combing through real estate listings and visiting every vacant storefront in town, and I’m sure she was beginning to share my fear that we would never find the perfect place. Somewhere that was more than four walls and a kitchen, but that had real character, a charm you can’t fake with a coat of paint. We’ve seen more than a few great places, but Lyla has been harder to please than expected.

But this place … this is magic. 

I felt it the first time we stepped inside. I can see us here. Me, running calligraphy workshops in the front, with twinkle lights strung up against the brick, and Lyla’s elaborate cupcakes filling the glass display cases that double as a counter. The exposed red brick offsets the full front wall of windows, so the vibe is bright but private, with faux-wood laminate flooring and black and white checkered tiles in the kitchen. It’s everything we’ve been searching for and more. 

“Alright ladies, are we ready to sign some papers?”

I contain my squeal (because, professionalism) but squeeze Lyla’s arm tightly to convey my excitement. The smile she returns is tinged with nerves, but I get it. This is a big step. Plus, she’s been distracted all day with her husband’s impending promotion. We follow Elaine to the kitchen, where she has the paperwork spread out over one of the (three!) stainless steel worktops. I can already picture Lyla baking up a storm back here underneath the bare bulbs—a far cry from our tiny apartment kitchen back in college when she first turned her baking hobby into a modest side hustle. Honestly, even the light fixtures in here are Instagram-worthy. 

“Did you remember to bring the champagne?” Lyla asks.

I lift a hand to my chest, pretending to be hurt. “After two long years of dreaming and planning, do you honestly think I would forget the celebratory bubbly?” I reach into my oversized purse and pull out the bottle, setting it down with a clunk on the worktop. 

“Sorry! But you’re not exactly known for your follow-through. Don’t blame yourself; you’re a Pisces. You can only do so much.”

“That’s why we make the perfect pair. I have the ideas—you bring them to life. Speaking of, have you ordered the business cards yet?”

“Oh … um, not yet. I still haven’t picked a favorite,” she replies, brushing invisible dust off the countertop. 

I bump her hip with mine. “Now who’s the one who can’t follow through?” 

I’m teasing, but it doesn’t make her smile like I expect, and the guilt settles in my stomach like a bowling ball. I’d given her ten different business card options and begged her to choose one for me. Like she said, I’m not known for my decision-making skills. Having designed them myself, I was already worried that Lyla wouldn’t be completely honest with me if she didn’t love them. It’s unlike her to put off making a decision, but maybe in all the excitement, it just slipped her mind. Either way, I don’t want to add any undue pressure.  

“Crap. I forgot cups!” I say. 

She waves her arms dramatically. “Look at the size of this place, there has to be at least one cup in here.”

Elaine is holding out a pen for one of us to sign the paperwork, but I don’t take it; crossing instead to the cupboards and opening them one by one because this is it—this is our moment, and it has to be perfect. We’ll sign the papers and make each other tear up with toasts to our future as business partners, about hard work and dreams coming true. We’ll take a boomerang of us clinking our glasses together, and it’ll be the first post on our new Instagram account. Elaine will take a photo of the two of us hugging, capturing the moment when we’re both elated and terrified, and in ten years we’ll look back on it and say: look how far we’ve come. 

Lyla digs through the pantry for the elusive cups, or anything that will hold liquid—glasses, mugs, or hell, even measuring cups would do. In fact, that would be pretty damn cute on our feed. The previous owners have mostly cleared everything out, but I strike gold in a forgotten drawer filled with paper cups and plates. 

“Aha!” I yell, holding up my treasure. 

Lyla’s phone rings, and she reaches for it instead of a cup. “It’s Adam. Do you mind if I …?”

I shake my head and motion for her to answer it.

“Adam, honey? How did it go?” She holds up a finger (polished, like mine, in preparation for the aforementioned boomerang) and ducks out to the front of the store. 

“Did you want to get the ball rolling?” Elaine asks, extending the pen to me a second time. Under the blonde highlights of her angled bob, her dark-lipped smile falters.

“I kind of want Lyla to be here for the whole thing,” I say, thinking about the photos that would be missed if I started without her. We’ve waited so long for this moment, for our dream to become real; I don’t want it to feel rushed. So instead of signing the papers, I fluff my hair, checking my loose, copper waves in the shiny surface of the counter, then line up three paper cups on the counter and start to undo the wire around the champagne cork so it’s easier to open when the time comes. 

And then Lyla’s back, but she’s not smiling anymore. 

“What’s wrong? Is Adam okay?” My words are rushed, but I’m frozen to the spot as I take in the crestfallen look on her face. 

“He’s fine,” she says, her words shaking around the edges. “But … you’d better not open that champagne.”

I don’t mean to. Really, I don’t. But it’s like telling someone not to think of a purple elephant wearing a tutu—your brain does it anyway. So, the cork pops, shattering the exposed bulb above me (and whose idea was bare bulbs, anyway?). Champagne overflows down my jeans and brand-new boots in a sticky waterfall of endless bubbles that pool at my feet.

Along with all our hopes and dreams. 








  
  
Chapter 2




My throat burns from the vodka shot I just tossed back as music pumps through the club, but I relish it. At least it’s something real I can resent. Slamming the shot glass on the bar top, I signal the bartender for another while wincing over the first.  

“Someone came to party tonight,” Caleb says, slipping an arm easily around my waist. “That’s my girl!”

Nope. Just wallowing in my reality of being a thirty-year-old woman who lives with her parents and has wasted the last two years pouring my heart and soul into a business that may never happen. No wonder my parents tried to talk me out of trying in the first place. I should have listened to them when they told me to stick with my communications degree, but nooo, I had to follow my stupid heart and switch to a business major, all because I got too wrapped up in a side hustle. My parents were right—I should have left it at being a hobby. 

Another shot appears in front of me and I slam that one back too, hoping it washes away the aftertaste of my hopes and dreams. 

“Come on, babe, let’s go dance.” Caleb tugs my hand, already searching for his friends, but I stay where I am. 

“I don’t really feel like dancing.”

“Sure you do, this vibe is popping,” he says, his phone suddenly out as he records a quick video of the mass of bodies jumping up and down to the thumping beat the DJ is churning out. He turns the camera back on himself. “Let’s gooooo!” he shouts at the phone to be heard over the music, grinning ear to ear. The same beaming, unreserved smile drew me to him when we met on New Year’s Eve. Usually, I’m a fan of his optimism, but for once, I wish he could press pause on the persona he uses for his followers and be real with me. In dating an influencer, I’ve learned that you’re never in a relationship with just one person—Caleb comes as a package deal: him and his sixty thousand followers. 

“Can we go home soon?” I ask, the vodka swirling in my gut. 

He gives me a knowing smirk, but sex is the last thing on my mind right now—way down the list after wrapping myself in my most comfortable pajamas and curling up under the covers with a pint of ice cream for at least a week. Pressing a kiss to my temple, he says, “Wish I could take you to my place, but you know I’m working, babe.”

I nod because I get it, and I don’t want to ruin his night just because I had a bad day. Our jobs are similar—both in the realm of social media, the only difference being he’s the face of the products and clubs he promotes, whereas I hide behind other people’s accounts, keeping myself out of the spotlight. My family—and even Lyla—have never really understood the demands of the job, or how stressful it can be, and I don’t like to complain to my parents after pushing so hard to switch my university major in the first place. I need them to see that it was the right choice; only now the doubt creeps in. Caleb is the only person who understands, but lately it seems like all we have to talk about is work. 

“Cheer up, buttercup,” he says, pinching my chin and giving it a playful wobble. He gives me a sympathetic lip pout. “I don’t like seeing you so bummed.”

I try for a smile. “I’m sorry, I’m such a downer today. I probably shouldn’t have come.” 

Especially not when this night out was supposed to be a celebration. Instead of being here with us, though, Lyla is at home with Adam, trying to figure out the bombshell they got dealt today with Adam’s unexpected layoff. (So much for the promotion he thought he was getting.) 

As if summoned by BFF telepathy, my phone buzzes in my back pocket and I pull it out to find a text from her.

“It’s Lyla,” I tell Caleb, who’s bobbing beside me to the music, his attention back on his own phone. “Apologizing again and checking in to see how I’m doing.”

I roll my eyes, despite the gratitude that manages to push through my bad mood as I text her back. 


Me: Please don’t worry about me, I promise I’m fine. 


Lyla: Proof please.




I show Caleb the text and gesture for him to come in for a picture. He fixes his hair quickly, then bends to tuck his chin over my shoulder and flash his perfect white teeth as I snap a photo and send it to her. There. Proof that I’m alive and doing well. So well that I’m partying at a club. She doesn’t need to know that I’m doing the mental math of how long I need to stick it out before I can ask Caleb again to take me home. 


Me: Happy?


Lyla: Your smile is as fake as Caleb’s hair color. 


Me: Be nice. 




Caleb’s never been her favorite person, but she’s a worrier who can’t help but watch everyone’s backs. As the oldest of five siblings, her mother-henning comes honestly. 


Me: Go worry about your husband. I’m fine, promise. 


Lyla: How many 5-minute wallows did you do today?


Me: I’m going through a tunnel. 


Lyla: That’s what I thought.


Me: Our entire life plan just went out the window. Give a girl a break. You’re allowed to freak out about this too, you know.




She doesn’t answer, and after a minute, I slip my phone back into my pocket to find Caleb filming himself taking another shot of something. I spot a couple of his friends headed our way with a bottle, but I don’t want to share him right now. It’s silly, but I need some comfort, so I grab his hand, pulling him around the dance floor's edge to the hallway leading to the restrooms where the music isn’t quite so loud. 

“You look so sad, babe,” he says, brushing my hair out of my face, his blue eyes peering down at me. “Want me to get you a ride home?”

My childhood bedroom flashes through my mind, and I almost groan at the thought of going back there. 

“Can I go to your place, and you can meet me there when you’re done?” I ask. “I love my parents, but I know they’re going to have a million more questions if I go home, and I don’t have any answers yet.”

“But it’s just business as usual for you, right? Nothing has to change. You haven’t quit on your clients yet.”

“Don’t remind me,” I say, pressing my face into his chest. “My resignation letter is already in my email drafts. The only reason I haven’t sent it is because my dad insisted I wait until the ink was dry on the lease. It’s just one more thing for them to say they were right about.”

He frowns down at me. “But you like what you do.”

I pull my lip between my bottom teeth. “I did. But I’ve spent so long helping other people build their brands … I was looking forward to finally building something for myself, you know?”

“Then don’t let Lyla stop you. Just go for it.”

I frown. “Setting aside the fact that I can’t afford the space alone, this was always mine and Lyla’s dream. Doing it without her feels wrong.”

“So, what will you do?”

I shrug, biting the inside of my cheek as that feeling of helplessness from earlier washes over me again. “I honestly have no idea what’s next.”

He rubs circles on my back. “Don’t worry, babe. You’ll figure it out.”

“Maybe …” I say, but I’m doubtful. “I didn’t realize how badly I was counting on getting the storefront and apartment until today when everything exploded.” 

My parents are great, but they’ve kept my bedroom the same since I moved out almost ten years ago. As supportive as they are, they’re already hinting at me backtracking to find a different career path that’s more stable and dependable, and the last thing I need as I try to figure my life out is them pressuring me to do it their way. 

The vodka shots are catching up with me now. Along with the vision of what living with my parents indefinitely would look like, they make me blurt out my next thought without running it through the filter. 

“I could stay with you,” I say, tipping my chin to peer up at him. 

He grins. “Sure, babe. You can spend the night.”

“No, I mean—what if I move in?”

His confident grin flickers, and the alcohol starts to sour in my stomach. Oh. God.

“That’s … kind of sudden. Don’t you think?”

I take a half step back, hating that I sprung this on him. “No, no. I know. You’re right.” Maybe it’s the loud music making it hard to hear my thoughts, or maybe it’s the buzz, but instead of leaving it at that, I keep talking for once. “It’s just … we’ve been together for almost a year.”

Caleb’s eyebrows lift. “Well … it’s only been eight months.”

“Some people get married after less time than that.”

“Whoa. Sloan, I—”

I wave away his instant panic. “I’m not saying we should get married. I’m just making a point.” 

“Okay.”

He starts looking around again, subtly shifting away from me, and my anger flares.

“I can’t believe this,” I say, laughing at how blatantly he’s avoiding the question. “I’m basically homeless and you won’t let me move in with you.”

“That’s not true,” he argues. “Your parents said you could stay with them as long as you needed, and you’ll be more comfortable there anyway. My condo is tiny, and if I’m going to start this podcast—”

“You’re picking a podcast over your girlfriend?”

For the first time, the understanding expression on his face wipes clean, his eyes turning hard and determined. “No, I’m picking me, Sloan. This isn’t just some stupid podcast; it’s the next step in my career. Which you should know better than anyone, most people don’t take seriously, but I do. And I thought you did too.”

The hurt in his eyes makes me reach for him, but even though he doesn’t pull away, he doesn’t lean into my touch either. 

“No, that didn’t come out how I—ugh!” I run my hands through my hair, squeezing before I look up again and try to backpedal. “I’m sorry. I take you seriously, Caleb, I do, but everything I’ve been working towards for the last two years just imploded before it even started, and I need …” 

I pause, not used to making selfish demands of anyone, even Caleb. I’m low maintenance, the farthest thing from needy. Only right now, that doesn’t feel true. My heart is so fragile it feels like it might crack at the slightest gust of wind, and I’m not sure I can keep it intact. My best friend feels guilty enough without me piling on, and my parents can only be so supportive when every sympathetic thing that comes out of their mouths is followed by I told you so. Caleb is the only person I can lean on right now, and I need to trust that he’ll be there to catch me. So, I take a deep breath and ask for what I need from him. 

“I need to know that I’m not in this alone. I need a real partner.”

His expression softens into something more like pity. Taking a step back, his arm slides out of my fingers. He takes my hand in his, but he may as well be standing on the other side of the dance floor for the gaping void between us. 

“I’m not sure I can be that for you, Sloan.” He runs his fingers through his hair, puffing then releasing a long breath. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about this right now. You’ve had a long day, I’m working—let’s hang out for a bit, then get you something to eat on the way home and we can talk about this tomorrow when you’re back to normal. There’s a great fish and chips place around the corner that I want to post about.”

I grit my teeth. “Hi. Have you met me? I’m a vegetarian, remember?”

“See, this is what I’m talking about. This lashing out, this anger—it isn’t you.”

“Maybe it is!” I say, tipping my chin up. “Maybe this is me when I react to stressful situations.”

He shakes his head, frowning like he’s seeing me for the first time. “It’s not the Sloan I know.”

I swallow. He’s right. I’m freaked out because things are falling apart, and I’m pushing too hard. Normally, I’m a chronic people pleaser; it’s not like me to make demands like this. But for the first time since I can remember, I’m mad. Self-righteous, blood-boiling mad. At myself, at Caleb, at Adam’s company. At the universe for dealing me this shitty hand.

The rage inside me threatens to hit the boiling point, and I take a deep breath, doing my best to think clearly over the incessant thud thud thud of EDM. 

I shouldn’t be here. It isn’t my scene, and it hasn’t been for months. I only come to places like this because of Caleb. But Lyla has Adam now, and I don’t fit into her settled, married life, and I definitely don’t belong in my childhood bedroom with my parents across the hall. I need someone to want me as I am. Someone who cares enough to make room for me and all my drama in their life—not just their Uber. The thought of Caleb telling me he doesn’t want that makes me feel sick to my stomach, and this time it’s more than just from the alcohol. 

“You’re right,” I say, trying to steer us back to safer, neutral territory—my specialty. “We don’t need to talk about this. I’m just buzzed and depressed. Let’s go dance.”

“Sloan, wait.” He catches me as I try to walk away. I follow his gaze to his boat shoes, staring at the strip of bare ankle exposed under his rolled-up pant legs. “I don’t think I can do this anymore.” His gaze meets mine again, and though it’s not unkind, I recognize it for what it is—he’s putting himself first. “You of all people know what my family’s like. They’ve never taken what I do seriously. I need to be with someone who does.”

“I told you, I do—”

He shakes his head. “And—I need to be around positive energy, or this podcast will never work. I have sponsors who are counting on me, and this could be the launch forward in my career I’ve been waiting for, but I need to stay focused. You obviously need time to figure out what’s next for you, and that’s fine, but…”

“But what?” I manage, trying and failing to keep my bottom lip from trembling. 

He squeezes my hand gently. “Sloan, you know I care about you. But I’m beginning to think we’re on different journeys.”


      [image: image-placeholder]“Different journeys?” Lyla spits in disgust. I glance behind me to see one hand propped on her outraged hip. “What a grade-A douchebag.”

“I know. Who talks like that?” 

“Influencers with overinflated egos, that’s who. I hope a rabid squirrel steals his favorite beanie.”

I snort, and God, it feels good to laugh. It feels even better to have an ax in my hand, and I send it hurtling towards the target where it sticks with a satisfying thwack. Lyla got the details over FaceTime after the breakup a week ago, but this is the first time I’ve seen her in person since Adam got fired and we had to bail out of the shop lease. Since then, she’s been busy focusing on damage control of her life, but this morning she showed up on my parents’ doorstep with an itinerary that would put a camp counselor to shame and insisted on getting me out of the house to help purge my frustration. I know what she’s doing, and I love her for it, but feeling sorry for myself is pathetic given what she and Adam are going through.      

Honestly, I’m more upset about losing the business than Caleb, which proves he might have been right about us after all. Instead of feeling comforted, though, it only makes me feel worse. I haven’t missed him once in the last week, and if that doesn’t scream wasted time, then I don’t know what does.

“I spent eight months with him and have absolutely nothing to show for it. I don’t even want to think about what that says about me.” 

I send another ax flying with a powerful oomph. 

“That you were willing to give him a chance. Or … that deep down you knew it wouldn’t work, but overlooked the obvious red flags because you don’t do well with confrontations.”

The third ax slips as I let go, missing the target and clattering to the floor as I turn and raise my eyebrows at my best friend. 

“I didn’t realize we were doing the brutal honesty thing today, or I would have packed an extra pair of underwear.”

She holds up her hands, and I can tell by the firm but determined set of her eyes that she won’t let me deflect this time. “I love you, and I mean this in the nicest way possible, but ultimatums aren’t really your thing, either. Maybe he was surprised?”

He wasn’t the only one. But speaking my mind like that, not holding back, felt good. The only good thing to happen to me in the last week. And I’m not about to apologize for it. 

She waves her hand. “Regardless, he showed his true colors last night. Forget Caleb. You should get back out there. I can set you up with one of Adam’s friends. Someone who’s not a Gemini,” she adds with a mumble.

“Hello, I’m an unemployed thirty-year-old living with her parents; I’m a walking turnoff. Who’s gonna want to date me? Besides, with my luck, it would end in disaster.”

Lyla tsks as she trades places with me, adjusting her stance and lifting the ax above her head. “It’s not bad luck. I told you; Mercury is in retrograde right now, which helps no one.”

She sends the ax soaring down the laneway before turning back to me. “Have your parents changed their tune at all?”

I sigh and sip my grapefruit beer, propping an elbow on the chest-high wall separating us. “They keep reminding me that I don’t need any distractions while I focus on what’s important,” I say, using one hand to make air quotes. “They mean well, but it’s stressing me out. Meanwhile, Tabitha is trying to set me up with some guy she has working for her.”

Lyla perks up, eyebrows waggling. “Hot farm hand?”

“I wish. You know Tabitha. She has a bleeding heart and a knack for finding the people who know how to take advantage of it. If history indicates anything, I’ll be shocked if he’s still there by this weekend.”

We wrap up our game, and Lyla drags me across the street to a little café and bakery. There, she insists I wait at a small iron table while she treats me to a drink and a donut. A few minutes later, she sets everything down on the table, and I pull the drink towards me and take a sip, instantly destroying the foam art. 

“Whoa,” she says, face grave. “No picture of the first pumpkin spice latte of the season? This is worse than I thought.”

I sigh, turning to face the sunny street through the café window. The leaves on the trees lining the street are just starting to turn, the bushy green canopies edged with shades of orange and red that normally mark the beginning of my favorite season. The dead leaves already dried and crumpled on the sidewalk are just a reminder that I’m coming to the end of another year, no closer to getting my business off the ground—or my life together—than I was last year. 

“Do you ever feel like you’re taking one step forward, three steps back?”

“Constantly,” Lyla answers without hesitation. “Did I tell you Aiden decided not to change her major after all that, even though she hates her courses? And Simon still hates me for forcing him to take the football scholarship instead of following his high school girlfriend to the other side of the country? If my siblings would listen to me for once, they’d see I’m right.”

“You’re not responsible for them, you know,” I remind her gently. 

“Except I am,” she says, falling back in her chair. “Trust me, I wish I could turn it off. I have enough problems to deal with right now,” she admits, a rare spark of heaviness to her words. “Mom almost didn’t let me come back to work.”     

“Wait, what?” Lyla’s been working at the office of her family’s landscaping company for years. When she initially told her parents she wanted to work for them, her mom cried with relief. Lyla knew the expanding business was getting to be too much, especially since her parents didn’t have the tech savviness to modernize how they managed things. Still, it wasn’t until that moment that she realized how they’d barely been managing to keep their heads above water before she got involved. How could they possibly not want her to come back? “Are they having money problems again?”

“No, business is booming, thank god.” Lyla hadn’t been working for them yet when they almost had to close their doors for good, but that was the summer she had to practically take over taking care of her younger siblings and managing the house, dinner, homework—all of it—while her parents worked around the clock to save the business they’d put their life savings into opening. I met Lyla two years later at college, which she’d put off for a year to stay behind and help at home, making her a year older than everyone else on our residence floor and the default mother hen there, too.  

“Mom’s being very cagey about the whole thing,” Lyla continues. “She keeps saying it’s time for me to spread my wings and do something for myself.” 

“And your dad?”

She makes a face. “You know how he feels about change.” I make a fond noise of acknowledgement. Her dad is a man who has always and will always prefer to work with his hands. He still calls scans faxes and braces himself whenever he has to do work on The Computer Machine—watching him sit down to do it is not unlike watching a scuba diver taking that first breath and tumbling backwards off the edge of a boat. “He’s about as excited about Billie being in the office as she is.” 

Though I don’t say it out loud, I can admit it’s an odd visual picturing her sister in the role Lyla held for years. Billie is the second oldest and left home the minute she could to go to college across the country and travel the world. She’s not one for staying in the same place for too long, and I hope Lyla isn’t wasting her time training her to take over for a job she might not stick around for.  

“What does Adam think about everything? Is he doing okay?” Lyla filled me in on the details the day after Adam got cut in the downsizing, but since then, she’s changed the topic as quickly as possible whenever I try to bring it up. I’m not surprised. Lyla has always had an independence I’ve admired. 

“He finally changed out of his sweatpants yesterday, so I’m considering that progress.”

“Yikes. I hope you washed them immediately.”

She makes a face. “Are you kidding? I burned them. They were about to become permanently fused to his body.”

Lyla seems back to her usual self, but she’s always been a silver linings kind of person, while I’m more of a type of brace-for-impact gal, which is why I’ve been keeping my head down, trying to get through the rest of the day without stepping in dog shit a second time. 

Because yes—that already happened today.

“Any luck on the job hunt?” 

She sighs. “Nothing yet, but we should be fine for a while between his severance and our savings. Enough about me. When are you leaving for Vermont? Did you finish packing? Oh, and don’t let me forget to send you the list of podcasts I put together for you to listen to on the bus ride.”

“Yes, and tomorrow morning,” I say, draining the last of my latte. The kernel of excitement I have over seeing my aunt lets me enjoy the flavor of pumpkin spice. A week in my favorite place couldn’t come at a better time. “I feel bad that it’s been so long since I’ve been to visit Tabitha. You and I were too busy this summer with …” I trail off. We’d been too busy with preparations for the shop for me to take my usual two-week holiday at my favorite aunt’s farm, making this the first time in my entire life—or at least as long as I can remember—that I’d missed my summer visit. I’d also missed Easter this year, and even though the farm isn’t as much fun in the spring with all that mud, I missed my aunt. Apart from my parents, Tabitha is my closest relative—closer even than my parents. She’s the person I’ve always been able to be completely honest with, judgment-free. As the only other artist in the family, she was the most supportive of me turning my calligraphy hobby into a side hustle and switching majors to pursue it as a legitimate business, making me believe it was possible. When my parents went through the roughest patches in their relationship, she’s the one who took me in, letting me stay with her for the entire summer when I was seventeen. Thankfully, my parents worked things out, but Salem Stables will always be my happy place. 

My best friend’s face falls. Her gaze drops to her hands, clasped on the table before her. “Sloan, I—”

“If you say sorry one more time, we’re no longer friends,” I say sharply. 

She scoffs. “You’d throw twelve years of friendship out the window, just like that?”

“If it means you’ll stop apologizing, then yes. Seriously, Lyla, this isn’t your fault. It’s like you said, this wasn’t the right time, but we’ll try again. We can still do this.”

Something like uncertainty crinkles her features, but it disappears just as quickly. “In the meantime, are you sure you don’t want to get back out there and try to meet someone? The rest of it might not be in your control, but your horoscope says that your love life is something you should focus on right now.”

“Caleb and I just broke up,” I remind her. “Besides, with everything else that’s happened, dating is the last thing on my mind.” My phone buzzes in my pocket, and when I see the text message, I can’t help but laugh. “Between you and Tabitha, I can’t believe I haven’t been married off yet. Listen to this: ‘One more sleep! Clock emoji, pancake fixings are ready to go, clapping emoji. Can’t wait for you to meet Parker finally, I think you’re going to like this one, raised eyebrow emoji.’ Subtle, right?”

Lyla lifts her eyes to me, smirking. “I guess she finally learned how to use emojis, huh?”

I shake my head fondly. “Last week she sent me a message from the grocery store with an eggplant emoji and I almost died.”

She gasps, covering her mouth as her eyes open wide. “Did you tell her?”

“I’m waiting until I see her in person so I can see the look on her face.”     

We dissolve into giggles, and for a few seconds, it feels like old times, when we thought we’d be able to spend every day together. Remembering that’s not going to happen—at least not for a long while—causes my mood to dip again. 

Lyla pulls my phone from my hand and taps the screen a few times before placing it face up on the table between us. Our eyes lock over the screen, where a timer starts counting down, and she squeezes my hand. 

“You have three minutes to wallow. Make the most of it.”

I suck in a breath, fighting the sudden pricking sensation behind my eyes. Normally, this is where I would be bluntly honest about everything I’m feeling: devastated that the last two years of planning have gone nowhere. Hurt that we got so close to finally opening, only to have yet another obstacle thrown in our path. Scared that we haven’t devised a plan on what to do next. Embarrassed at being seen as a failure by my parents, who tried to warn me that this would happen. Only … I can’t say any of it. The words dry up in my throat as I stare at Lyla through blurry eyes, because I’ll hate myself if I say anything to make her feel a sliver more guilty than she already does over what happened. 

“I’m okay, really,” I lie as I blink back the tears before they can fall, stopping the timer. 

“Are you sure?” Lyla asks softly.

“Absolutely,” I say, pretending to check my text notifications. “Ready to head out?”

She doesn’t answer immediately, but eventually says, “Let me go to the bathroom first. I swear, my bladder’s getting smaller.”

She disappears to the restroom, and I’m left to stare at the increasing notifications on my social apps. I know I should check them, since I’m responsible for engaging with any activity on my client’s accounts, but I can’t do it; instead, I dip into my email, thumbing through the messages. There are a few from referrals asking if I’m taking on any new clients right now—hard pass, seeing as how I’m not even managing my current workload—and the usual newsletters from other calligraphy accounts and marketing tips. They used to be useful, but now feel like junk mail since I can’t apply any of the information anyway. One email stands out though. The subject line catches my attention.

It's time to Discover Yourself. 

Before the blood completely drains from my face at the strange omen, I remember that Discover Yourself was the name of the company Lyla and I sent away for a DNA test at the beginning of summer. 

“Hey, my results for the ancestry thing came in,” I say when Lyla returns to the table, holding my phone up. 

“Finally! I got mine three days ago, but I’ve been waiting so we could go through the results together. Come on, let’s go back to your house and see which celebrities we’re closely enough related to that we can brag about.”

I raise an eyebrow at her. 

“What?” she asks, the picture of innocence.

“This wouldn’t be another attempt to distract me from my problems, would it?”

She flashes a self-assured grin and hitches her cross-body bag over her shoulder. “Besides the fact that this was my birthday gift to you, it’s in your best interest to be nice to me if I’m related to a Hemsworth and you want me to set you up.”

It’s something we’ve talked about doing ever since college, where I walked in on Lyla watching an episode of Forensic Files in the dorm’s common room and discovered our shared love of true crime; it quickly became the basis for our friendship. Despite everything else crowding my thoughts, I’m excited to see the results. Finding out I’m the descendant of some badass female pharaoh could be just the boost of confidence I need to dust myself off and keep moving forward. 

We head outside, the wind blowing with a hint of the crisp September air. Lyla’s parked on the street out front, and I climb into the passenger side.

“I thought you were doing the DNA kit as a public service in case we’re related to a serial killer and can help catch them,” I say. 

“Originally, yes,” Lyla concedes, pulling away from the curb and heading west on shop-lined Main Street towards my parents’ house. “But after the week we’ve had, I’m hoping I have deep connections to some rich and generous old lady looking for a loveable young woman to be the daughter she never had to share her fortune with.” 

“Is there any chance these results could be mixed up with someone else?” I say, frowning at my screen.  

“Hey, no peeking!” she shouts, letting go of the steering wheel to smack me. “I’ve waited three days, and you can’t wait another five minutes?”

“I’m serious,” I say, dodging her before she can swipe my phone from my hand. Something twists in my stomach as I comb through my connections for several quiet minutes, that same tingling sensation that came right before Caleb dumped me slowly growing in my chest like heartburn. I scan the results of my immediate family tree, confusion washing over me. “Lyla, I don’t recognize a single one of these names.”

“Really?” Lyla glances at my screen before turning her focus back to the road, a line forming between her light eyebrows as she senses my playfulness evaporate. 

By the time she pulls into my parents’ modest red-brick bungalow’s driveway, I’m convinced there’s been a mistake. 

“Seriously, there’s … no one on my dad’s side that I know.”

“That can’t be right,” she says as I hand her the phone. “Didn’t you say Serena did this one last year? She’s your cousin on your dad’s side; she at least has to be there.”

But she’s not. 

After saying a distracted goodbye to Lyla, I go inside to ask my parents to make sense of it. The look on their faces after I ask tells me that sick feeling in my stomach wasn’t a fluke or the pumpkin spice latte not sitting right. Turns out my instincts are much more reliable than my horoscope, after all.








  
  
Chapter 3




My stomach lurches violently as the bus pulls off the highway, which is either from a) the three-hour-long charter bus ride, b) the body odor coming off the man in front of me, or c) dread over having to look my aunt in the face in about five minutes for the first time, knowing she isn’t the person I thought she was. Or rather … that I’m not who she thinks  I am. 

That, and I have absolutely no idea how I’m going to break the news. I almost wish the smelliest bus ride of my life was an hour longer so I could have more time to figure it out. Maybe I should have planned this out more before leaving home, but after that sit-down with my parents yesterday, I need some space and time to figure out … everything. I don’t even know how to feel about this. My dad is not my real father. That in itself was enough for me to try and wrap my spinning mind around, all while my parents kept insisting: This doesn’t change anything.

Maybe it doesn’t. It’s not like there’s any big scandal behind it. They used a sperm donor when they couldn’t get pregnant and decided not to tell anyone to keep things simple. I might not know who my biological father is, but I’ve always had a dad in my life who loves me and who I love. 

It does, however, mean that I’m not biologically related to Tabitha, my favorite person on this planet. All the traits I’ve always thought we shared—our green eyes, sense of humor, creativity, love of snack foods, and less-than-critically-acclaimed movies—have been nothing more than my imagination playing tricks on me. Which only makes me wonder … what else about our relationship have I deluded myself into believing? Are we really as close as I think? And if we are, what if that changes once I tell her the truth? 

As it turns out, I’m not the only one my parents kept in the dark. They didn’t tell anyone. I have to give them credit because once Mom and Dad knew the secret was out, they answered all my questions and offered even more details, not holding anything back. They told me all about how difficult it was for them both, dealing with the infertility. It was easier to keep what was really happening to themselves. By the time they finally managed to get pregnant with a donor, they decided to keep it that way. Dad was there for me growing up in every way a father should be. They didn’t want to give anyone a reason to doubt his love for his child—least of all me.  

I’m not angry. Being angry with them doesn’t feel fair. In fact, I can’t help thinking how lonely it must have been for them to go through all that without any support from their family and friends. But I am confused. It feels like I’ve been lied to, but the betrayal that’s settling in my chest only spawns guilt for holding any resentment towards the two people who brought me into the world at all, the ones who have given me everything I’ve ever needed, including a loving and supportive environment. Honestly, I don’t have a clue what to feel. I haven’t lost anyone, exactly, but I can’t help feeling like I have lost a kind of connection with the most important people in my life.

I’m shaken and nervous about seeing Tabitha for the first time. Will she look at me differently? Will things change between us? I hope not, but the doubt sits heavy in my chest. The closer I get, the bus grows more confined with every mile. My parents agreed to let me tell her. It’s not that I want to be the one to share the news with her. What I really want is to see her again before she finds out … just in case.

If I hadn’t done the stupid DNA test, I would have remained blissfully ignorant for the rest of my life. Why had I cared so much about finding out if I was related to some stupid serial killer? Of course, it would be just my luck to do something like that on a whim for a laugh and end up rocking the foundation of my family and my sense of identity. I wish I could go back in time and undo the whole thing because learning this was like pulling the first thread that unravels the sweater. Except instead of a sweater, it’s my life. 

Before I know it, the bus pulls to a stop in a small plaza on the outskirts of the tiny town nearest Tabitha’s farm. The uneven, cracked parking lot is home to a four-pump gas station, a general store, and an empty, boarded-up storefront. My heart leaps into my throat as restless passengers clamber to their feet to use a restroom that isn’t on wheels, with only a few others getting off at their destination. I shove my phone into my bag, ignoring the ridiculous number of notifications from Lyla checking in yet again. I’d answer, but what is there to say? This information changes nothing about my life except how I feel. Meanwhile, she’s wondering how she will make her mortgage payments in a few months. How can I complain about this to her, or anyone?

Despite my nerves, the telltale excitement I always get when I’m about to see my favorite person bubbles in my chest like champagne. It’s the September long weekend, and I haven’t seen her since Christmas—eight, almost nine months ago. I’ve had an entire relationship start, crash and burn since then. 

Squinting, I step out from behind the tinted windows into the sunlit parking lot, craning my neck to scan for Tabitha, willing myself not to burst into tears at the sight of her. I’ve been holding it—mostly—together until now, but the minute she wraps her arms around me in one of her classic bear hugs, I’d bet money that’s the key that will unlock the floodgates. I don’t see her, though. There’s nothing but the quaint downtown strip of shops we’re at the edge of and grassy fields in every other direction. The autumn air is crisp, so I pull the zipper up on the ugly-as-sin Juicy Couture tracksuit I’m wearing, imagining it’s a reassuring hug from Lyla, who gave it to me as a practical joke in college. The pink velour material is not my style at all. I’ll be damned if it’s not the most comfortable thing I’ve ever worn—perfect for hangover days and traveling, and comfy enough that I can almost forgive the word juicy being stamped across my rear-end in public. 

I crane my neck, peering around the parking lot for Tabitha. A few people are waiting to pick up other passengers: a middle-aged couple waiting with hands clasped, an older woman waving excitedly as she bounces on her toes, and—

My eyes snag on a guy leaning against a beat-up green Jeep slightly farther back. It must be a popular choice of vehicle around here, since Tabitha has one that looks just like it. But I’m more focused on him than the car. The entire man is in shadows. Dark eyes stare straight ahead, buried beneath rigid eyebrows and a dark head of short, slightly messy hair. His jaw is lined in dark scruff, and I can’t deny he’s cute in that rough-around-the-edges way, but I’d hate to be the one he’s picking up. Whoever they are, he does not look happy about it.

Since Tabitha must be running late, I can focus on collecting my luggage. The driver, a woman with short, graying hair, lifts the bus's hatch for undercarriage storage. I point, and she hauls out the first of my rolling suitcases. A few other passengers cue up behind me, chatting happily with their greeters. The only one still there is the broody-messy-hair-green-Jeep guy, who is now watching me, staring at me, somewhat expectantly. His arms are crossed, his knee bent with a muddy work boot resting against the door. 

“Are you finished?” someone asks behind me. 

“Sorry!” I say, jumping back even though I’ve only collected one of my three bags. I’ll grab the rest when they’re finished. 

While I wait, I feel a weight on my neck and turn around to check. Yup. He’s still watching me, now with an impatient frown etching his scruffy face. I turn away, scanning the parking lot again for Tabitha. 

“I think I’m your ride.”

My head jerks up at the deep voice calling from across the parking lot, the guy who was watching me before, though he still hasn’t moved. Like he can’t be bothered. His dark eyes, however, are zeroed in on me. I check behind me before I answer, sure he must be talking to someone else. 

“Uh … thanks, but I’m good.” I turn back to the bus, intent on ignoring Mr. Wannabe Uber. 

“Are you Sloan?”

Slowly, I lift my face again, trying not to be too concerned that this perfect stranger somehow knows my name. This is a small town, not the city I’m used to. Who knows, Tabitha probably told one person and word spread like wildfire from there. “Yes …” 

“Then I’m your ride.” 

I frown. “I already have a ride.” 

His eyes drag up to the clear blue sky above. “I know, I’m your ride. Tibby sent me.”

For the first time, I realize the green Jeep looks like Tabitha’s because it is Tabitha’s. Oh my god. This must be the Parker she’s been texting me about. Her newest stable hand isn’t quite so rough around the edges as the usual deadbeats she hires, and he’s younger. Much younger; I’m guessing early thirties. Whatever interest had sparked during my earlier appreciation for his appearance is doused by a bucket of freezing cold water. 

“She sent you?” 

I cringe inwardly as I hear how those words must sound to his ears, but I can’t help it. Tabitha’s always been the one to pick me up when I visit. We’d grab donuts from the coffee shop and eat too many on the drive home, gabbing the whole way and spoiling our dinner. It’s our thing—or at least, I thought it was. Maybe it was never something she planned or looked forward to the way I have been …

I haven’t even told her yet, and things are already changing. 

I whip around so my back is facing Parker, willing my lower lip to stop trembling as I fight the tears off. 

“If you’d rather walk, just tell me so I can leave,” he calls. “I have other things to do.”

Someone beside me gives me a dirty look, as if I’m somehow responsible for the man shouting across the parking lot, so I sniff and pull my suitcase over to the Jeep. The others are digging around, trying to find their luggage anyway, so it’ll be a minute or two before I can grab the rest of mine. May as well sort out my transportation while I wait. 

“Tabitha sent you to get me?” I ask when I reach him, dubious. Tabitha knows I’m not as trusting as she is of the people she usually finds to work for her. “Where is she?” I’m trying for confident, but a gust of wind chooses that moment to rush up and send me a face full of my hair. Sputtering, I pull the copper strands out of my mouth.  

“Busy. Need help with that?” He reaches for the suitcase, but I grip it tighter and take a half step back. He tosses me a frown. “What’s the problem?”

I let out a small laugh. “I don’t know you; I’m not getting in your car.” 

“I told you. Tabitha sent me.”

A bitter spark ignites in my chest. If last week has taught me anything, it’s that people say a lot of things. Let’s open a business together, yes, we’ll move in together, of course, I’m your biological father. Saying something doesn’t make it true.

I fold my arms and shrug. “Prove it.”

His back straightens, eyes narrowing at me like he can’t believe I’m serious. I stand a little taller too, jutting my chin to show I am.  

“I’m driving her Jeep,” he says, tossing a hand towards it. 

“I have better things to do than memorize license plates.”

“And I have better things to do than play chauffeur. In or out?” He lifts his hands in surrender. “I’m more than happy to leave you stranded.”

“Why should I believe you? You could be a deranged ax murderer for all I know.” 

His frown deepens. “Ignoring the fact that you think I look like a murderer—thanks for that, by the way—how are you planning to get to Tabitha’s, then?”

“I’ll call her.” I pull my phone out of my pocket. 

“I already told you.” He fires back, impatience creeping into his tone. “Your aunt’s busy. That’s why she sent me.”

That can’t be right. How could she be busy on the day she knew I was coming? We’ve been counting down to this all summer—it was supposed to be the trip to make up for months of lost time, and to soak up as much of each other as we could before I got sucked into the life of business ownership and working weekends and holidays, getting another chance to visit her who knows when. At least … that’s what it was to me. Maybe … this was just a standard old visit to her. Nothing special. 

My heart cracks a little under the pressure of that thought. Tabitha, her farm—it’s always meant so much to me, and it's been the safe place where nothing bad happens. It’s the one place that’s always felt like home—and not just in the childhood home sense, the kind of home that calls to you, deep in your bones. Where you long for, and it feels like it’s longing right back. It’s the one place I’ve always felt like enough. Is that a fabrication of my imagination, too? 

“Can we hurry this up?”

“No, we can’t hurry it up,” I say, bristling at his tone and the expectation that I’ll snap to. If this guy thinks I’m hopping into his truck no questions asked, he’s got another thing coming. There’s no way I’m letting him pressure me into doing it by making it seem like I’m inconveniencing him. “If you’re telling the truth, Tabitha will confirm your story; if not, then I’ll avoid being the subject of an episode of Forensic Files.”

“What are you talking about?” 

I ignore him in favor of holding my phone above my head, spinning and stepping toward the grassy area surrounding the parking lot, trying to get a decent signal. Finally, I get two bars—enough for a call—and quickly pull Tabitha up in my contacts. The phone rings once before another sound catches my attention—the bus. The engine roars to life behind me and I whirl around in time to see it pulling away from the gas station—my last two suitcases still tucked away in the storage compartment. 

“No! Wait!” I run after it, waving my arms. “Stop!” 

When I reach the road, the bus is already too far gone to catch. If this were a bigger town with more than two streetlights, I might have a chance. 

But it’s not, and I don’t. 

Instead, the Greyhound rumbles to the end of the road and turns towards the highway, before it disappears. Of course. Of fucking course. 
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