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To Steve, I couldn’t write love stories until I met you








“No need to hurry. No need to sparkle.
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Chapter One

LITTLE-KNOWN FACT: HONEYBEES are nature’s first feminists.

I hold the hive frame up to my face, and scan the layer of fuzzy bees that cover the wax comb. After I track down the laying queen—the key indicator of a healthy colony—I set the frames back into the hive body. I give them a puff from the smoker to clear any bees off the tops of the frames, then lower the copper lid into place. A few girls fly onto the landing strip, their back legs swollen with pollen. They look like colorful balloon pants—white, red, yellow, purple, and gray blues.

Over the years I’ve learned everything about the ecosystem of the beehive. For instance, any honeybee out in the wild, climbing over flower petals collecting pollen or nectar, is female. I could go on about them for hours, but if you have to know one thing about honeybees (other than we’d die without them), know this: Male bees are drones, and drones either (a) die while mating with another hive’s queen or (b) get kicked out of the hive when winter comes. Sometimes the females chew off their wings so they can’t fly or return to the hive.

They’re an advanced society.

I step beneath the vine-covered archway and dump the smoker onto the bench, popping off the lid with my thumb. Dark tendrils curl into the air, the charred remains of twigs and fire-starter fibers turning to ash in the wind. My phone buzzes, but since it’s tucked into the back pocket of my shorts, I don’t bother to check it. My nitrile gloves don’t work on touch screens. Not like I need to look at the text to know it’s Nan prodding me with reminders.

Like I’d forget my own high school graduation.

Bail on it, play hooky? Sure. But my head’s not too far into the clouds to forget the actual ceremony. I snap off the gloves, sticky with strings of honey, and toss them in a sealed garbage bin beneath the table. Exhaling, I drag my fingers through my damp hair. Even without a protective bee suit, sweat rolls down my back, collecting in the waistband of my shorts. I lean against the workbench and take a moment.

Breathe. Listen to the slow, steady pound of my heart.

Out in the apiary, the worries of daily life fall away. I’m able to forget everything and focus on being present. Since my anxiety disorder isn’t going away anytime soon, I spend most of my free time out with the bees. More so when I’m stressing out about life, my future.

My phone buzzes again.

I push away from the workbench and force myself back toward our two-story renovated farmhouse. I slide my phone from my pocket and unlock the screen, scanning the text message.


NAN: Be there in fifteen!




ME: Okay, okay! Meet you out front



I tuck my phone back into my pocket and try to shake off the creeping unease clinging to my shoulders. My beekeeping- induced calm is slipping away, lessening with each step I take closer to the house.

“Josie!” Mom leans out the back patio door, waving me inside. “Isn’t Nan picking you up any minute?”

“Sorry, lost track of time,” I lie as I hop up the patio stairs. Before entering the house, I pat down my body, making sure a bee isn’t hitching a ride with me inside. All clear. I scoot past Mom and step over Ford, our ancient French bulldog who’s curled up at the base of the stairs, and run up to my bathroom.

No time to shower, so I roll on deodorant—real deodorant, not the hippie crystal stuff Mom stocks in my bathroom—swap my damp tank top for my Destroy the Patriarchy, Not the Planet tee, and attack my curls with a brush. Then frown and twist them back into a bun, securing the whole mess with an alligator clip. My graduation gown hangs from the second- story banister outside my bedroom, and I grab it on my way down.

“Text me if you forget anything.” Mom pulls me in for a hug, and I inhale her natural scent. We rarely wear perfume, since it attracts bees, so she smells like I do. Of clean smoke, of honey, of nature. “And I’ll see you there! Exciting!”

I force a smile and hoist my bag over one shoulder, the graduation gown dangling from my other hand. “Super exciting,” I say, infusing some enthusiasm into my words.

Mom smushes my face between her cheeks and rests her forehead on mine. “Proud of you, Bug.”

For a moment I squeeze my eyes shut and savor this. Pretend like I’m someone Mom would actually be proud of. Then a car horn blares outside and that brief moment of yearning shatters.

“Go, go,” Mom says with glassy eyes, shooing me out the door. “Don’t be late!”

“Bye!” I kiss her on the cheek and jog down the front porch steps to Nan’s waiting Mini Cooper, idling in our dirt-dusted parking circle. Music blasts from the rolled-down windows and I duck inside, instantly assaulted by Nan’s French perfume and twangy country-pop lyrics.

“Hey!” Nan squeals, and leans across the center console to hug me. Then she pulls back with a disapproving frown. “That’s what you’re wearing?”

“We’re all wearing these ugly-ass gowns. Does it matter what’s underneath?” I ask, dumping my stuff in her back seat. The car lurches as she shifts it into drive, and we’re off.

“Well.” Nan turns down the music a notch. “You could’ve at least done something with your hair. This is our high school graduation, Josie.”

“Exactly. I’m not there to impress anyone. And, I’ll have you know, I brushed my hair,” I say defensively, flattening my bangs with my palm. “I was out in the apiary. Lost track of time.” I don’t like lying to my mom or Nan, but they wouldn’t understand. Graduation—the ceremony, the implication of it all—makes me dizzy with anxiety, and beekeeping helps calm me down.

Nan’s sigh speaks volumes. “Getting out of this shit town will be the best thing that’s ever happened to you, Jos,” she says, her blinker clicking as we wait to turn left into Volana High School’s parking lot. “Trust me.”

I bristle. Then I wilt.

I’ve never been all that talented at standing up to Nan Johansen.

We park and Nan turns to me, a brilliant smile lighting up her face. Silken hair parted down the center, not a strand out of place. Sometimes my best friend is blinding, like the sun. So golden, so essential to my daily life and survival. But that doesn’t mean she can’t burn.

Despite it all, I love Nan. Every friendship has a balance, and Nan’s always had the bigger personality. She’s the more outspoken, divisive one. But I’ve never minded living in Nan’s shadow; it’s safe here.

“This is it,” Nan says, grasping my hands with hers. “Graduation. Then Los Angeles.”

“This is it,” I repeat, a lump forming in my throat. Tiny flecks of guilt collect like buildup on my heart. Clearing my throat, I smile. “Let’s go get ourselves graduated.”



School officially let out during the last week of May, and in the week since, the administration outfitted the quad with rows and rows of folding chairs and one of those portable stages. Families and students crowd the seats. There are balloons anchored to chair legs and dozens of floral arrangements turning the air sweet. It doesn’t resemble the school I dragged myself to five days a week for the past four years.

Good riddance.

The graduating class sits together in the front rows. To my left is Olivia, one of my closest school friends. Olivia’s the type of friend you don’t invite for a sleepover because you’re not that close, but who you’re always relieved to see at school. Nan’s to my right, holding her pink note cards so close to her face I’m surprised she can even read them. Like the rest of us, she’s wearing an ugly navy graduation gown, but a golden sash cuts across her chest: VALEDICTORIAN.

“Did your mom do this?” Olivia asks, tapping the top of my head. She smacks gum nervously between her molars and keeps readjusting her dyed-blue curls. I don’t know what she’s so worried about. In the fall, she’s off to New York City to earn her bachelor of music and major in the violin. Following her dreams.

Since we keep our mortarboards, most graduates decorate them in some quippy or personal way. Mom decorated mine with a gigantic bedazzled honeybee. Olivia’s has a miniature violin glued to the base, and Nan’s simply states, in pink gemstones, BOSS BITCH.

I fiddle with the bobby pins precariously holding the mortarboard in place. “Yeah, she stole my cap last night,” I say, grinning. Not many things make sense in my life, but honeybees always do. My one constant.

“I love it,” Olivia says, and I kind of regret not making more of an effort with our friendship. But Nan was always quick to point out three’s a crowd whenever I suggested we invite Olivia to hang out with us.

“Don’t encourage her.” Nan shuffles her note cards together and tucks them into the pocket of her gown. “When we’re in Los Angeles, Josie isn’t going to have time for beekeeping.”

Olivia frowns, but our principal walks up the stage, tapping her forefinger to the mic. A screech of feedback resonates, and she adjusts the mic, beaming out at our class.

“Hello, graduates,” Principal Pedersen says, “and welcome, family and friends! This afternoon…”

I tune her out. Tune the entire graduation out. Because something barbed and panicked fills my chest. Not just the fact I’ll have to walk across the stage in front of everyone, although that does make me nauseous. No, it’s all the unknowns. The end of the first chapter of my life. The beginning of one still shrouded in mystery.

Nan squeezes my arm as she passes, headed to the stage to deliver her speech as Volana High School’s valedictorian. My best friend climbs the stairs and stands behind the podium. Despite everything, I’m proud of Nan. During our high school career, I’ve seen all the pain Nan’s endured to earn her title. Not like I’d ever dare ask her, but I can’t imagine it was worth it.

Resting her hands on the podium, Nan searches the crowd until our eyes lock. I give her a thumbs-up. She takes another deep breath and begins her speech. A speech she’s recited in front of me so many times I have it memorized. Fiery, full of Nan’s passion, with a few choice and clichéd Robert Frost quotes.

Except Nan never takes the road less traveled.

Standing up there, Nan is so happy, so confident, and excited about her one-size-fits-all future.

Our future.

Two best friends on their own in Los Angeles.

Nan wants me to be more excited about all the unknowns ahead of us—me at Golden State University, her at UCLA. She has our entire next four years mapped out in her mind and on a shared Pinterest board. It’s a beautiful future. One of endless summers, palm trees, and delicate tan lines, of sun-bleached hair and boys with strong jawlines and salt water on their lips.

Except there’s one problem.

I’m not going.










Chapter Two

EVEN THOUGH NAN’S headed to Europe at the end of the month for her graduation present, she still tried to convince me that we needed to celebrate tonight. But after graduation, I’m officially peopled-out for the day. Mom had to run after the ceremony to work the closing shift at Waxing Poetic, our shop in downtown Volana, and I promised I’d meet up with her. Plus, we’re supposed to FaceTime with my gran in Florida after dinner. An annoyed Nan drops me off on her way to a house party up in the foothills, and I approach the storefront alone.

I pause outside the door, which is decorated with etched flowers and the store name on frosted glass, and my anxious bones relax. Graduation is over. High school is done. I’ll tell Mom about Golden State University soon. Not tonight, but soon. Then I’ll finally start living the life I want to live.

Believe it or not, I never wanted to lie to everyone. Long-term deception wasn’t my goal.

But I’m stubborn. Probably to a fault, but at least I know what I want from life.

Hazeldine Honey has been in my family for three generations, and I’m next in line. I always figured it’d be the natural progression of things, my mom taking me under her wing when I turned eighteen, as her mother had done for her. Except my mom wants my sights set on college, not the honey business.

“If you don’t apply to college,” Mom said last November, “then you can’t work at Hazeldine Honey.”

So I did the thing. I applied to a handful of colleges and crossed my fingers none would accept me. But one small college did, and when Nan heard Golden State University wanted me next fall, that was it. A done deal, her plan in motion. GSU isn’t far from the prestigious UCLA campus.

Mom was so excited—so proud—when I received the acceptance. And I get it, I really do. She wants me to have the life she missed out on. Mom always wanted to go to college, but a mixture of finances and responsibilities at Hazeldine Honey kept her Volana-bound.

In May, when I had to accept or decline my acceptance, I turned it down. It wasn’t a rash decision—I’d humored the idea ever since that acceptance e-mail pinged my inbox. After all, Mom said I had to apply to college.

She didn’t say a thing about me actually going.

I haven’t told anyone what I did. Avoidance, anxiety, and guilt have been the main themes of my life for the last month. Nan will be mad. Mom will be disappointed. I’m just waiting for the right moment to break it to them. To explain that it’s not like I want to ditch college and bum around. I want to work.

I finally push open the door, the bell above it jangling.

Waxing Poetic was my mom’s own extension of Hazeldine Honey, the impact she made on our ongoing legacy, when she took over for Gran. It’s an unusual, quirky store with pricy jars of raw honey, royal jelly, and real beeswax candles. We get enough cross traffic from the touristy wine country to sell our products. A bee spends her entire lifetime producing one teaspoon of honey—roughly seven drops—and the high price tag is warranted.

Mom expanded the store to include a small book section when I was in elementary school. The shelves are stuffed with poetry, new releases, nonfiction, obscure used tomes, and special orders from our customers. The entire store smells warm of beeswax and used books: musty and real.

It’s a long, narrow store laid out in an L shape, and I work my way between the wine barrels laden with various bee products to the register at the other end. Music plays from the record player, and I can hear my mom’s voice distinctly rise in pitch as I round the corner.

“We are not selling funny honey,” Mom snaps, bracing both hands on the counter.

On the other side, with his back to me, is Mr. Blumstein. “I’m not making any accusations. Just telling you what I’ve heard around town. Don’t shoot the messenger.”

Mom’s pale cheeks are flushed. “Right,” she snorts. “Like you’re not the one telling everyone in town.”

The Blumsteins have lived in town longer than my family, and they’re—I’m not being facetious—my mom’s nemeses. Rather than insert myself in their argument, I hang back behind a display tower of locally made greeting cards and shamelessly eavesdrop.

Mr. Blumstein is as old as time, an unapologetic asshole who hasn’t gotten any nicer as the years have gone on. His wife is no peach either. Mrs. Blumstein is always giving me these looks, like I’m a slut for wearing jean shorts or a tank top when it’s ninety degrees, or that one time she caught me making out with James Funderburk, my ex-boyfriend, in the town square. The rivalry has gone on since the mid-1900s. It’s long-standing.

“You have no proof of that.” Mr. Blumstein sniffs loudly, then snatches up a nearby jar of blackberry coastal honey from Mom’s display and holds it up to the light.

Tensions are particularly high this year because the Blumsteins stand to lose their record-breaking winning streak at the Northern California Honey Show this July. Before Gran and my mom began entering, Blumstein Farms won Best of Show twenty-five consecutive years. To honor their winning streak, they were given an award—the Royal Jelly—and are still honored every year with a commemorative slide show. It drives my mom up the wall.

If we win this summer, we’ll finally catch up with the Blumstein family. Ribbon number twenty-five. And the Royal Jelly—with its modest cash prize—will be ours.

“Put that down,” Mom snaps, eyeing Mr. Blumstein as he inspects the jar of honey, “unless you plan on buying it.”

“I wouldn’t buy this crap if it were the last honey on earth.”

I can’t help it—I laugh—and my mom and Mr. Blumstein turn in my direction.

“Hey,” I say casually, like I wasn’t just eavesdropping, and step out from behind the card tower. I point to the jar of honey in Mr. Blumstein’s hand. “The blackberry coastal is really delicious this year.”

Mr. Blumstein’s beady eyes sweep over me. Returning the jar of honey to its display, he harrumphs, then strolls past me without another word. The bell jingles as he exits the store.

“Sorry about that,” Mom says, the color in her cheeks slowly fading.

“Mr. B. is back on his bullshit, I see.” I stand next to the air-conditioning unit while Mom wraps up closing the store. It was a high of ninety-five today and graduation turned me into a sweaty, sticky mess. I lift the back of my shirt to cool off.

“Yep.” She locks the register and grabs her purse from the office. “He also said this year’s the year.”

“That he’s going to keel over?”

“Josie!” Mom admonishes, nudging me with her elbow as we walk out. “Be nice.”

“What? He’s old. And mean.”

Mom gives me a behave look and locks the storefront door, but her lips twitch as she fails to hide her smile. “I was thinking Magic Noodle for dinner. Are you sure you don’t want to go out tonight with Nan?”

“No way.” I lean against the brick building, smiling at my mother. “I want to celebrate with you. And Magic Noodle sounds delicious.” She loops her arm through mine, and we start off across the grassy town square to our favorite Chinese restaurant. “So. What else did Mr. Blumstein say?”

“Apparently Penelope’s moved back to town.” Mom’s voice is edged.

“Penelope?”

“Their daughter. She was down south and worked at an apiary. Won some awards.” Mom pulls her braid over one shoulder and starts worrying the split ends. She’s always been so youthful compared to other people’s parents, and the gesture makes her look younger than her forty years. Even if she talks the big talk, she’s nervous and awful at hiding it when it comes to the honey show. “Mr. Blumstein was bragging about her. He thinks she might help them nab the win in July.”

“They think they can beat us because their daughter came to town?” I ask, and we duck inside Magic Noodle. The restaurant is old and doesn’t have air-conditioning, but the food is cheap and delicious. We’ve been coming here for years and snag our favorite table in the back.

Mom purses her lips to one side as she adjusts her chair. “They’re confident about their harvest, and Penelope brought some fancy new extraction equipment up with her. Makes him think they might have the advantage. But I’m not buying it. He’s trying to psych me out.”

“Not gonna happen,” I say, my determination palpable.

Mom grins as if she’s proud of the cutthroat little monster she birthed. “That’s the spirit. This is our year, Bug. I can feel it.” To say my mom is competitive is putting it lightly. “But he must be nervous to spread such a ridiculous rumor, right?”

“Definitely,” I agree, but the conversation is cut short by our waiter.

I love this. Chinese food and talking shit about the Blumsteins. All I want is this, forever.

“I have something for you,” Mom says, and digs into the tote bag she brought with her from Waxing Poetic. She brandishes a medium-size gift bag across the table. “Herman’s was having a blowout sale.”

Money’s pretty tight around here, and she already gave me a graduation gift this morning—the honeybee pendant necklace currently resting against my collarbone was from her and Gran—but I take the bag curiously. Peek inside. And do my best to pick my heart up from the floor.

“Oh wow,” I say, all forcefulness, as I pull out a shower caddy kit. Beneath it are a pair of shower sandals. “Thanks, Mom.”

“I keep saying it, but I’m so proud of you.” She rests her chin in her upturned palm, those green eyes watery. “College… this is huge. I love you.”

My smile is wobbly on my lips. “Love you too.”



By the time we stuff ourselves full of Chinese food and walk home beneath the fading June sun, the guilt that plagued me during dinner has lessened—slightly. Mom will be disappointed, maybe even pissed off, when I tell her the truth about college, but she’ll have to accept my decision without nudging me forcefully in the opposite direction. More than anything, though, I need her to realize that Hazeldine Honey is my place too. The silly feud, the honey show, the passion—all of it.

Our two-story house is backlit by the dropping sun as we walk up the porch steps to the electric-blue front door. Inside, I slide onto the wooden floor to greet Ford while Mom grabs her iPad from her bedroom. The old dog clambers into my lap, reaching up to lick my chin. I nuzzle my face to his and press my eyes shut.

“I’m not a bad person, right, Ford?” I whisper to the dog, who just slurps his tongue along my jaw.

Mom’s footsteps pound the staircase as she jogs back downstairs.

“When’s Gran calling?” I ask, resting my chin on Ford’s balding head.

She glances at the Betty Boop wall clock above the fireplace mantel. “Ten minutes. Where’s your mortarboard?”

I groan, struggling to my feet. “Mom.”

Mom quirks her brow. “It’s for Gran,” she reminds me.

Really, that’s the only thing she could’ve said to make me willingly put on the ugly gown—which I need to return to the school by Friday—and plop the mortarboard onto my head.

Up until four years ago, Gran was here, and an active member of the local “beek” community. But she has advanced Parkinson’s disease, and you can’t handle fragile frames of honey and brood cells with shaking hands. Instead of staying local, she moved to where all old folks go: Florida.

Gran leaving California right as I started high school was devastating in its own way. For so long, it’d been the three of us. Well, four if you count Ford. And then she was gone. As if that wasn’t bad enough, two years later her Parkinson’s got worse and the dementia set in. Mom tried getting her to come home, but it was too hard for Gran to be around what she loved and could no longer do. She’s also incredibly stubborn. It must be genetic.

“What is wrong with this thing,” Mom mutters with a frown, struggling to power on the iPad. She’s not technologically savvy. I reach my hand out and she relents, and I navigate to FaceTime. The Instagram app, with its dozen unread badge notifications, catches my eye, but they can wait until later.

Since Mom shuns computers and technology, handling Hazeldine Honey’s social media accounts is my biggest—and sole—responsibility. She avoids giving me too much work so I can “enjoy my teenage years.” But if you ask me, the best way for me to enjoy my teenage years would be working full-time at Hazeldine Honey. I don’t mind the social media part, though. Beekeeping is a male-dominated field and the average age of a beekeeper is fifty-seven. But with the right content and online reach, maybe we can engage younger audiences.

That’s my goal, at least.

Once FaceTime is set up, I lean the iPad against the vase on our coffee table and sit on the couch. And not a second too soon because GRAN CALLING flashes on the screen. I hit accept. After a second, the resolution loads, and Gran’s happy—yet confused—face becomes clear.

Watching Gran fade, the cornerstones of her personality disappearing, has been painful. She used to be her own brand of vivacious. Gran was sharp-tongued and smart, and wielded a lip-liner pencil like no other.

“Hi, Gran,” I say, feeling a little foolish in my graduation getup.

Gran’s normally auburn hair has faded to gray; her caretaker, Rosa, hasn’t dyed it recently. Her skin is loose, sunken around her cheeks, and her face is naked. Behind her is a seafoam-green wall and a small window. An orange tree sways outside the pane.

The last time I FaceTimed with Gran was more than a month ago. She usually calls us with Rosa’s help every weekend, and while I’d noticed her speech was wobbly and she was more forgetful than normal, it was different seeing it.

Tonight, Gran’s a colorless, wrung-out version of herself. The only thing reminiscent of the grandmother I once knew is her fuzzy zebra-print sweater.

Gran’s motions are jerky, but it isn’t the internet connection. “Emmaline?” she says, confused as she peers at me. Mom frowns and settles beside me on the couch.

Rosa comes into view. “Sorry. Annalyse is having a rough day. The nights aren’t easy for her.” She murmurs something to Gran, and I catch a few words. Rosa reminding my gran about my graduation. Reminding her who I am. I dig my fingernails into my thighs and pretend like it doesn’t hurt.

“Mom,” my mom says loudly, “Josie had her graduation today. Remember?”

Gran nods, and the embarrassment in her eyes makes me look away.

“Of course,” Gran says, but her words aren’t certain. They’re slow and unsure, stuttery due to the Parkinson’s. “Of course, I remember.”

Mom launches into a detailed play-by-play of my graduation while I forcefully smile, even though the conversation is one-sided. She tells Gran about Nan’s valedictorian speech. That one unfortunate kid who tripped and fell on their face. How scholarly I was onstage, with my diploma in hand.

“I’ll send you the video, okay, Mom?” my mom says, enunciating her words carefully, loudly. Like she’s talking to a child.

Rosa ducks back into view. “Oh, that’ll be lovely, won’t it, Annalyse?”

Gran nods, her eyes meeting mine. “Proud of you, Josephine.”

My chest tightens, but my smile is real for the first time since I got on the call. “Thanks, Gran. I miss you.”

“Miss you, too,” she says, and Rosa turns the camera to face her.

“Congrats, Josie,” Rosa says, then looks to my mom. “Emma, can we touch base tomorrow?”

Mom’s smile falters. “Sure. Give me a call in the morning, okay?”

Rosa nods and we all say goodbye. Then the screen goes dark.

“Mom,” I say, sliding the mortarboard off my head, “Gran’s getting worse, isn’t she?”

Mom releases a long sigh and pushes up from the couch. “Yes. But let’s wait to hear what Rosa says tomorrow before jumping to any conclusions. Parkinson’s is… complicated. And you heard what Rosa said. Nights are harder for her.”

I glance at the clock as I remove my gown and mortarboard. Seven our time. Ten in Florida, probably past Gran’s usual bedtime, but Mom told me Gran wanted to see me on graduation day. If Mom wasn’t such a mess with technology, she could’ve FaceTimed my whole graduation, but filming it was enough of a challenge for her.

I don’t see what the big deal is. Graduation isn’t a thing for me. I’d much rather Gran see me excel out in the apiary. But we all have our own versions of what’s important in this family.

Mom pops into the kitchen and returns with bowls of ice cream, settling beside me on the couch.

“So.” She unfolds one of Gran’s quilts over our legs. “Are we doing so-bad-it’s-good or bad-movies-people-think-are-good movie night?”

Shuffling all my hurt over Gran into the back of my brain, I tap my chin in faux thought. Force myself to be present with my mom, because she deserves that at the very least. “The latter.” While the categories might sound similar, they’re two very different calibers of film.

As Mom cues up American Beauty, I snuggle into the couch, resting my cheek on her shoulder. Comfort her without words. Because if I hurt this much over Gran, what she feels must be ten times worse.

Mom’s my person. Nan only lives ten minutes away and Olivia’s always asking me on day trips into the city, but there’s no one I’m closer to than my own mother. Maybe it’s because she had me young, at twenty-two. Or because we’re so similar. Small-framed with narrow shoulders and bony wrists, green eyes, and pale skin that burns within minutes without sunscreen. Our biggest difference is our hair: Mom’s a brunette, and mine is coppery orange.

That’s why it hurt so much when she pushed me toward college. If that’s what my mom thinks I need from life, then how well does she actually understand me?

When the credits roll, it’s not even ten, but Mom yawns so big her bright green eyes begin watering.

“I’m headed to bed, Bug.” Mom wraps the quilt around her shoulders like a cape. “Need anything else before I go to sleep?”

“Nope,” I say, and offer up a tentative smile. “See you in the morning. I can help with the hive inspections before it gets too hot?”

“We’ll see. Might want your help at the store.” After giving me a smacking kiss on the cheek, Mom disappears upstairs.

Ford lets out a stubby-nosed snore from his pile of blankets in the corner.

The house is suddenly too big, too lonely. I turn my phone around in my hands. Nan’s off getting drunk. Olivia’s out with her girlfriend. Leaving me alone on graduation night. I didn’t expect this would hurt, the hidden loneliness. After all, I was totally over human interaction earlier today. But now I’m antsy. Filled with energy over worrying about Gran.

I take the empty ice cream bowls into the kitchen and set them in the sink. The window above the sill overlooks our backyard. I pull the sleeves of my cardigan over my hands and lean my forearms against the counter, staring outside. The land slopes down to the apiary and it’s too dark to see the Langstroth hives, but it’s comforting knowing they’re out there.

I’ve always wanted to be a beek like my mom, Gran, and my great-grandmother.

Hazeldine Honey was birthed during the Great Depression; my great-grandmother Millicent started it all when she moved to the lush wine country in the 1930s. Millicent died before I was born, and her daughter, my gran, took over Hazeldine Honey. Millicent raised Gran to follow in her footsteps, and my mom kept the tradition alive. We’re not the biggest apiary in the area, but we have the sweetest honey. And twenty-four blue ribbons from the Northern California Honey Show to prove it. Soon to be twenty-five ribbons.

I want to leave my own imprint, my own legacy, on this business.

I want this. More than anything.
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Chapter Three

I NEED TO channel my restless energy, so I fish Ford’s leash out of the basket by the front door. He waddles in circles around me, thumping his nonexistent tail. The dog’s ancient, half-blind, and a total love. Before Gran left us for Florida, he was her shadow. Since she left, I’ve done my best to take care of him. Including multiple daily walks and sending cute pictures of him to Rosa to show Gran.

I clip the leash to Ford’s collar and rub his stubbly little head. Making sure the leash is secure, I lead him out the front door and down the street into the moody darkness. There’s only one place open in Volana past eight: LaLa’s Diner. And I could definitely go for some of their famous blackberry cobbler. Celebratory cobbler, because I am officially, finally done with high school.

“Wanna go to LaLa’s?” I ask Ford as we pause on the street corner, then wince at how utterly pathetic this is.

The old-man dog wags his nubby tail at me.

With a sigh, I tug on his leash and we cross the street. “Let’s go, buddy.”

As we walk, I fumble with the buttons on my sweater. The cool air nips at my bare legs and the oversize cardigan hangs loose near my knees, but I wouldn’t trade my middle-of-nowhere-California goose bumps for anything.

Soon enough, we enter downtown Volana. LaLa’s is kitschy and sacred. Open 24-7 with cracked vinyl booths, perpetually sticky countertops, low lighting, and consistently good food. There’s a heated outdoor section with flimsy plastic screen walls. Ford and I cross the grassy town square to reach the diner.

Since Ford’s my plus-one tonight, the hostess seats me outside and fetches the doggo a bowl of water. I don’t mind sitting on the patio because LaLa’s is packed. Families, friends, balloons, and gifts crowd the tables. Faces I recognize but names I don’t know and never bothered to learn. This is where a typical recent high school graduate might be walloped with a huge dose of nostalgia. But not me. All that flutters in my chest is an antsiness to finally start living my life.

“Hi, Josie,” Carol greets as she walks over with her pad. “How was graduation?”

“Not bad, but I’m glad it’s over,” I say truthfully. I come here a lot, and Carol’s worked at LaLa’s for as long as I can remember. My mom and I have a game where we try to guess Carol’s age, because she is truly ageless. Seriously, we have no idea. She could be thirty or sixty. Her big blond curls are coiffed in perfected rockabilly form, and she has doves tattooed on each of her collarbones.

“School or the ceremony?”

“Both. Definitely both.” I grin, then hand over my menu. “Any chance I can get some blackberry cobbler?”

Carol winks her eyelash extensions. “Sure thing. We technically ran out, but”—she lowers her voice—“I always set a few aside for my best customers.”

“You’re a lifesaver.”

Carol beams, kneeling to pet Ford. “Can I get you anything else, sugar?”

I put in an order for chamomile tea, and Carol bustles away.

Relaxing a bit, I pull the sleeves of my cardigan down over my fists and glance around the patio. One big group—a graduation celebration for a girl I vaguely recognize—took over the largest outdoor table, a cutesy couple cuddles together on one of the two-person booth seats, and a few tourists busy up the place. Tourist season kicks off in the late spring and now it’s full tilt.

Carol pushes the patio door open with her hip, juggling my cobbler and tea. “Here you are.” She slides the plate and mug down in front of me. “Holler if you need anything else, okay?”

“Thanks, Carol.” I give her a smile, and she hurries back inside.

The cobbler is sweet and crumbly, and actually does a decent job of lifting my spirits. Seeing Gran earlier pushed my already precarious mood into full-blown sadness. My only alternative to spending my evening alone was going out with Nan, and partying in the foothills sounds like torture, but a distraction would’ve been nice. Even if my anxiety skyrockets in social situations and I often end up the default designated driver.

I work through Hazeldine Honey’s Instagram notifications with one hand, the other scraping cobbler onto my fork, and occasionally people-watch. Growing up in a small tourist town is weird. There’re always a handful of people you see around town—and have seen since you were a toddler—then hundreds you’ll never see again. It’s an odd combination.

The tea gets to me, and I slide out of my chair to use the bathroom, but Ford tries to follow me. The leash tying him to the table goes taut, and he whines. The dog has serious abandonment issues. Maybe because Gran left him here when she moved to Florida.

“I’ll be right back, you weirdo,” I mutter, scratching him behind the ears. LaLa’s won’t let him inside with me. I’ve tried. Not turning around, I back away from Ford, who begins whining even louder. Loud enough that a few people turn to find the source of the noise.

My cheeks warm—freaking dog—and I turn to the nearest booth. Just one lone guy reading by himself. He’s an unfamiliar face, around my age. Probably a tourist, and a good-enough dog sitter if I’ve ever seen one.

I untie Ford’s leash and tap the guy on the shoulder. “Hi, this is embarrassing, but can you watch my dog while I use the bathroom?” As I talk, I try to figure out what he’s reading because it’s a graphic novel and I’m a snoop. “Pet him or something so it doesn’t sound like he’s being tortured?”

“Sure,” the guy says, and glances up.

I open my mouth to thank him, but my brain comes to a full stop. Because the guy I asked to watch my dog is cute. Very cute. Rich brown eyes, complemented by wavy tawny-brown hair. Freckles softening sharp cheekbones. Nice, wide shoulders. An uneven smile tugs at his lips.

Without responding, I shove the leash into his hands, turn on my heel, and hurry to the bathroom, silently cursing myself for being unable to hold a conversation like a normal person. Nope, it’s like the second I noticed him, my brain shut down. But the guy is cute and our pool of guys at Volana High School was extremely small. And after I broke up with James Funderburk last summer, I had zero interest in the male species.

Still don’t, I mentally correct myself, and duck into the single-stall bathroom to pee, then wash my hands. The mirror above the sink is small, and I hate the extra second I take to clean up. Not like it’ll do much good. For one, I’m dressed like a hobbit. Nan attacked my face with some of her makeup before graduation, but it’s mostly been sweated off by now. Baggy cardigan sweater. Jean shorts. Jelly sandals. Truly, this is not my best look.

Not like it matters.

Not like I care.

I switch off the bathroom light, and as I work my way through the crowded restaurant, someone calls my name. Olivia and her girlfriend, Moira, are first in line by the pickup register at the main entrance.

I glance out the large picture windows to my left. The cute guy is sitting with Ford curled up in his lap. Ford’s a sweet dog, don’t get me wrong, but he’s also fourteen, has liver spots, and is perpetually letting out one long dog fart. I mean, I rarely let him sit on my lap. But since they look comfy, I head toward my friends.

Olivia and Moira are dressed up and comically out of place inside LaLa’s. Olivia’s pretty blue hair is down around her brown shoulders, and she shivers in her bodycon dress. Moira’s only a bit more subdued in a pink jumpsuit, her platinum-blond bob styled in big waves. They look amazing, and I bristle with self-consciousness over my outfit.

“Hey,” I say when I reach them. “What’re you two doing here?”

“Pit stop on our way into the city,” Olivia says, lifting up a bag of to-go food. She tilts her head to one side. “Are you here by yourself?”

I nod and smile as if to show I’m totally okay with my sad-sack plans. “Yeah.”

“You want to come with us? There’s room in my car,” Moira offers, her doe eyes hopeful. If Moira is anything, it’s painfully sincere. All the time. She’s, like, the nicest person I’ve ever met.

“Nah, I’ll pass.” I’m a solid no, considering they’re going to a rave. In San Francisco. At, like, ten at night. “I’m probably going to head home soon anyways.”

Olivia purses her lips to one side, as if debating her next words. “Hey, so, James is here.”

“James?” I repeat, because I really hope I heard her wrong. But Olivia nods sympathetically. My anxiety flares—the tightening of my shoulders, the uptick of my heart rate—as if reminding me this is what I get for leaving the comfort of my house. “Where?”

Olivia motions toward the patio. “A booth outside. He and his cousin came in after us.”

I release a low groan. “Thanks for the warning.”

I haven’t seen or talked to James Funderburk since last September. I was hopeful that’d be the very last time I ever saw my ex-boyfriend, and I definitely don’t want to see him tonight. See, people generally don’t take it well when you stop replying to their texts. James was no exception.

The cashier hands Moira her receipt, and she stuffs a handful of napkins into the to-go bag. “You sure you don’t wanna come with?”

“I’ll be fine.” I offer up a limp smile. “Have fun.”

Olivia and Moira both hug me before walking out, and I’m left alone to devise a way to pay my check, get my dog, and get out of here before James sees me. If Ford weren’t here, I’d leave and pay Carol tomorrow. She’d understand. Unfortunately, later-daysing out of this situation is impossible.

Ducking my head, I walk outside and head straight toward Ford and his impromptu dog sitter. Too bad it’s near impossible to be stealthy with hair brighter than a traffic cone.

“Josie?” James calls as I dash past his table.

Shit, shit, shit.

I pretend not to hear, and practically dive-bomb into the bench opposite Ford and his dog sitter, slouching out of sight.

“Uh”—the guy leans forward and peers down at me—“are you okay?”

I peek over the edge of the table. “Yep. Don’t mind me. Just hiding.”

His gaze shifts to something over my head. “I take it you don’t want to talk to the guy headed our way?”

“Very astute of you.”

“Josie?” James sidles up to our table and looks between me—nearly horizontal in my efforts to hide—and the guy sitting across from me, still holding Ford.

Busted. I sit upright and stare to my left, but he’s in my peripheral. James is your typical NorCal bro—he even had the lifted truck, which I loathed. At a solid five foot ten, James isn’t bad-looking. Sandy-blond hair in an overgrown buzz cut, a Superman dimpled chin, and nice blue eyes. But all the Superman chins in the world can’t make up for his utter lack of a personality.

I turn and give a forced smile. “Oh… hey, James. Didn’t see you there.”

“I tried texting you. Thought we could hang out while I’m in town—”

My smile disappears, because seriously? “Um, no. It’s just—I’m busy. Really busy, all summer…” I ramble, and don’t bring up that I blocked James last summer and never got the booty-call texts he likely sent.

“Oh, right. Yeah.” James’s cheeks flush, and he looks warily at the guy across from me. “So… who’s this?”

“I’m Ezra,” the guy introduces himself, and holds out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

“Uh, hey.” James shakes Ezra’s hand with a perplexed expression before turning to me. “Jos, if we could just talk—”

Ezra interrupts him and says, “It’s obvious she doesn’t want to talk to you. Maybe you should listen to her and leave?”

While thankful for Ezra’s intervention, the conflict-averse part of me is resisting the urge to duck beneath the table again. The entire exchange is making me cringe, but my desire for James to get the hell away from this booth is worth the anxiety sweats.

“If you really want me to leave, Josie, I’ll leave,” James says, his cheeks flushing darker. “But I’m not leaving just because this guy thinks I should.”

“You know what?” I say, and sit up straighter. “I agree with Ezra. I think you should go.”

“I was willing to give you a second chance, but not if you’re going to be such a bitch about it.” And with that, James stalks back to his booth.

Ezra widens his eyes, like Can you believe that guy? and I laugh. How nice of James to show his true colors. It makes me feel even less guilty about disappearing on him last summer.

“Thanks for that,” I say, then add jokingly, “Whatever can I do to repay you?”

“You could…” He trails off and surveys the patio. “Oh! You could share your blackberry cobbler with me?”

I almost laugh at this random request, but then Ezra turns back to me and smiles. My mouth goes dry. Surely my pupils are dilating, because that’s one nice smile. Ezra should trademark that smile.

The least I can do is share my cobbler with him, right?

“A fair trade.” I scoot out of the booth, trying to ignore the warming in my cheeks that’s no doubt brighter than neon. My fair complexion and fiery hair make for an unfortunate combination: I wear my emotions on my face.

Carol spots me, and winds her way over between the crowded tables with a rag and spray bottle. “Josie, sugar, are you done with your table? Grad night’s the worst and we have people waiting.”

Before I can even open my mouth, Ezra says, “We can share a table. Unless you have to get going?”

I look from the cobbler to Carol and back to Ezra. Either I stay and share my celebratory cobbler or I pay my bill and walk home with Ford as my only company. My anxiety is not-so-gently nudging me toward the latter, but I’m surprised that I want to resist it. That I want to stay and talk to Ezra.

“Y-yeah, okay. I don’t have… anywhere to be.” Hopefully that’s not too pathetic. As I collect the cobbler and the rest of my stuff, Carol winks—small towns are the worst sometimes—and begins wiping down the table.

I slide back into the booth seat across from Ezra and place the plate between us. “Sorry there’s not much left. It was my celebratory cobbler.”

“Celebratory cobbler?” He grabs one of the extra plates stacked by the condiments.

“Yup. Graduation was this afternoon.” I divvy the remaining cobbler between our plates. Gran’s situation made it impossible to be excited about graduating earlier, but now I feel it in full force. Making me much bolder and talkative than normal. “Hence, celebratory cobbler,” I add, motioning to the cobbler with my fork.

Ezra takes a bite of cobbler and nods his approval. “I understand now.”

“LaLa’s cobbler has won, like, ten awards. All the plaques are up by the register.”

“Oh, I saw. That’s why I tried to order it. But the waitress said they were out?” He grins teasingly. It’s a very boyish grin—I like it.

“Hey,” I say defensively, “I’ve been coming to LaLa’s since I could eat solid food. I earned this cobbler.”

“That’s like… cobbler nepotism.”

I snort-laugh, and cover my mouth so I don’t spew cobbler on him. “What?”

Ezra laughs, and leans forward conspiratorially. “LaLa’s is playing favorites! But I guess I can’t complain.” Then he smiles again, which causes my brain to go completely blank for a solid five seconds.

Can you blame me? I’m pretty sure I saw dimples when he smiled.

“Are you using me for my cobbler access?” I ask once I recover.

He nods gravely. “Sorry you had to find out this way.”

A strange and pleasant warmth fills my chest as I laugh.

Between bites of cobbler, Ezra asks, “So, that James guy. Did you break his heart or something?”

“No,” I hasten to say. “Definitely not.”

He lifts a brow, scrubbing Ford on his balding little dog head affectionately as he polishes off the cobbler.

“But I might’ve ghosted him. A little bit.” I narrow the space between my thumb and forefinger to signify the amount. “It was warranted.”

James and I had a compatibility problem, which was highlighted when we had sex a few weeks before he left for college. The act was very uncomfortable, slightly painful, and a total letdown. Conversely, James thought the sex was, and I quote, “awesome” and kept texting me to hang out whenever his parents were gone.

Since we’d already decided to break up when he left for college, I just… stopped replying to James’s texts until he left town. Be it anxiety or just a personality flaw, I really don’t like conflict. I swore off guys afterward. That relationship confused and disappointed me. If that’s what romance was supposed to be like, then why bother?

“I don’t even think he liked me that much,” I add, which is the sad truth. We had fun at first, but he quickly tired of my anxiety. “But James is the kind of person who isn’t used to being told no.”

“Clearly not much has changed,” Ezra says, glancing at James’s booth. Then his eyes meet mine and he offers another smile that makes my palms sweat.

The conversation stalls, and I chew on my bottom lip. Without the cobbler, without the James Funderburk icebreaker, I’m left anxious and unsure. All my earlier boldness gone. “Thanks again. For Ford and running interference.”

“Why’re you thanking me?” Ezra leans both elbows on the table. “I was well compensated. Worth it.”

I glance curiously across the table. Ezra’s so… calm. So easy to talk to. I’d bet money that he’s never felt socially anxious in his life. Just as I open my mouth to say I should head home—tonight’s been oddly perfect, and the longer I wait, the more I’m tempting fate to ruin it all—Carol swings by our table.

“Can I get you two anything else?” she asks, and flips open her notepad.

“I’ll take a tea,” Ezra says. “Herbal, if you have it?”

“Um, yeah. Another chamomile tea,” I tell Carol, who beams like that was the correct answer and moves on to her next table. Guess there’s no harm in staying a little longer.

Ezra scrapes his spoon against the blackberry-streaked plate for crumbs. “Don’t get me wrong,” he says, “this cobbler is amazing. But you graduated. Why are you hanging out here by yourself?”

“My mom and I celebrated earlier,” I explain, not like that makes me sound any less like a dork. “My friends invited me out, but I didn’t feel like going out and doing all that… I don’t know, it’s not my scene.”

“I get it.” Ezra gives me this look like he understands. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

My face flushes, and I rub my sweaty palms against my thighs. “Me too. Volana is small, though. There’s not much to do, even if you want to.”

“I haven’t been here long, but it has that… everything- closes-by-sundown kind of feel.”

“You’re not far off,” I say with a small smile. “You’re visiting, then?”

“From Santa Barbara. Kind of a pit stop between home and college…” He trails off, and for the first time, his cheerfulness drops for a half second. “Where are you headed next year?”

“Um.” I pause, considering my options. No one knows about GSU, but Ezra’s another wine country tourist. It’s not like I’ll ever see him again. And I need to tell someone. “Nowhere, actually. I applied and got in, but college isn’t for me. I turned my acceptance down.”

“Really?” He tilts his head to one side, like he’s studying something he doesn’t quite recognize. “That’s brave.”

No one’s ever called me brave before, and I twist my sleeves nervously under the heat of his attention. “Thanks.”

For some weird reason, I’m overly aware of my heart. Like when I’m anxious—it’s an unavoidable beat. Except… I’m not anxious. Well, that’s not true. Anxiety is my default setting. It’s more like, I’m no more anxious than normal. Which is weird.

Ford, who I honestly forgot was sleeping on Ezra’s lap, lets out a snuffy snore, and we both laugh—the strange energy between us breaking. Carol brings us our tea, and Ezra makes room by moving the graphic novel he was reading earlier. But I catch a glimpse of the cover: Gest, volume five.

“Have you read the latest release?” I ask, my inner nerd freaking out. “Volume seven?”

Gest is an indie graphic novel fantasy series with a steady underground following. I read a lot of comics, but it’s by far my favorite. It has everything: kick-ass ladies, star-crossed lovers, warring kingdoms, and simply amazing artwork. I don’t know anyone who reads Gest. Nan mocks the entire franchise whenever I make the mistake of reading it in front of her, and Olivia prefers poetry anthologies to comic panels.

Ezra’s brows crease for a second before he follows my line of sight. Then another smile breaks out across his face. “Yeah! I’m rereading the whole series.”

“What do you think about Gregor’s decision to abandon his fleet?” I’m way too eager but too excited to care. “Pro or con?”

Ezra doesn’t say anything at first—just stares at me with an unreadable expression. “Pro,” he says after a moment, nodding resolutely. “Gemina could’ve died if he hadn’t.”

“Right? Thank you. I’m on this Gest subreddit, and everyone there blames Gemina.”

“That’s probably because Reddit is the Bad Place,” Ezra jokes with a half smile.

“Don’t get me wrong, I love Volana, but the people here don’t have the best taste in graphic novels. Reddit’s the only place I’ve found other readers.”

“Well,” Ezra says, and holds my gaze, “until now, right?”

“Right.” For some reason, I’m far too aware of my body and breathing and my sweaty hands clasping my mug. Before I can say anything else, my phone chimes from the depths of my purse, and I check the screen.


NAN: This is Emery. Can you pick Nan up? She’s puking all over my front yard.



I sigh. Damn it, Nan. “Hey, sorry, I need to go.”

“Oh,” Ezra says. Is it bad that I’m happy he seems disappointed? “Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” I scoot out of the booth. “Well, no, I guess not. Nan—my best friend—is apparently drunk and puking all over her host’s front yard. I have to go pick her up.”

Ezra grimaces. “Yikes.”

I pull some money from my wallet and tuck it beneath the saltshaker. Ezra plops a sleepy Ford onto the ground, and I’m left with no excuse to linger. Twisting Ford’s leash around my hand, I say, “Hey, it was nice meeting you.”

“Likewise.” Ezra shifts, crossing his foot over his knee. “Definitely the highlight of my night.”

“You need to get out more, then,” I joke.

He hesitates, like he wants to say something else. “Uh—”

“Thanks again,” I say, accidentally interrupting him, and my cheeks warm. I tug Ford’s leash and he clambers onto his feet. “C’mon, pup. Bye, Ezra.”

“Good luck with your friend.” Ezra gives me a half smile—which fully trips up my heart—and opens his copy of Gest.
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