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“Book Lovers is a rom-com lover’s dream of a book. It is razor sharp and

modern, featuring a fierce heroine who does not apologize for her ambition

and heartfelt discussions of grief. Readers know that Emily Henry never fails

to deliver great banter and a romance to swoon over, but this may just be her
best yet. A breath of fresh air.”

—Taylor Jenkins Reid, New York Times bestselling author of

Malibu Rising

“I would follow Emily Henry anywhere. A small town, a literary enterprise,

a bookstore to rescue, and sex in moonlit streams? Yes, please! Book Lovers

is sexy, funny, and smart. Another perfectly satisfying read from the
unstoppable Emily Henry.”

—FEmma Straub, New York Times bestselling author of All Adults

Here

“Emily Henry’s books are a gift, the perfect balance between steamy and

sweet. The prose is effortless, the characters charming. The only downside is
reaching the end.”

—V. E. Schwab, New York Times bestselling author of The

Invisible Life of Addie LaRue

“You KNOW 1 love a book—and a writer—when I bust out my trusty
ballpoint and absolutely maul the pages . . . and that’s exactly what I just did
to the divine Emily Henry. I could not devour Book Lovers fast enough.
Emily Henry is pure delight. I’m utterly enchanted by her wry, self-aware
sense of humor, the relish that she brings to every cleverly crafted sentence,
and her irrepressible love for love.”



—Katherine Center, New York Times bestselling author of Things
You Save in a Fire and How to Walk Away

“Charming, earnest, and clever, Book Lovers is Schitt’s Creek for book

nerds. A total delight for anyone who’s ever secretly rooted for the career
girl in a Hallmark movie. Nobody does it quite like Emily Henry.”

—Casey McQuiston, New York Times bestselling author of One

Last Stop

PRAISE FOR #1 NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR EMILY
HENRY

“Henry’s writing truly sings.”
—The New York Times Book Review

“Emily Henry is my newest automatic-buy author.”
—Jodi Picoult, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Wish You
Were Here

“I think Emily Henry might be our generation’s answer to Nora Ephron.”
—Sophie Cousens, New York Times bestselling author of Just
Haven’t Met You Yet

“What Henry is especially skilled at is writing dialogue. The banter between
Poppy and Alex is so natural, quick, and witty that it would make Shonda
Rhimes do a slow clap.”

—The Associated Press on People We Meet on Vacation

“That Henry can manage to both pack a fierce emotional wallop and spear
literary posturing in one go is a testament to her immense skill.”
—Entertainment Weekly



“The perfect poolside companion.”
—Real Simple on People We Meet on Vacation

“The strength of People We Meet on Vacation [is] the clever observations,
the dialogue (which is laugh-out-loud funny), and, most particularly, the
characters. Funny and fumbling and lovable, they’re most decidedly worth
the trip.”

—The Wall Street Journal
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Noosha, this book isn’t for you. I already know which one will be for you, so
you have to wait.

This book is for Amanda, Dache’, Danielle, Jessica, Sareer, and Taylor. This
book would not exist without you. And if somehow it did, then no one would
be reading it. Thank you, thank you, thank you.



PROLOGUE

W HEN BOOKS ARE your life—or in my case, your job— you get

pretty good at guessing where a story is going. The tropes, the
archetypes, the common plot twists all start to organize themselves into a
catalogue inside your brain, divided by category and genre.

The husband is the killer.

The nerd gets a makeover, and without her glasses, she’s smoking hot.

The guy gets the girl—or the other girl does.

Someone explains a complicated scientific concept, and someone else
says, “Um, in English, please?”

The details may change from book to book, but there’s nothing truly new
under the sun.

Take, for example, the small-town love story.

The kind where a cynical hotshot from New York or Los Angeles gets
shipped off to Smalltown, USA—to, like, run a family-owned Christmas tree
farm out of business to make room for a soulless corporation.

But while said City Person is in town, things don’t go to plan. Because, of
course, the Christmas tree farm—or bakery, or whatever the hero’s been sent
to destroy—is owned and operated by someone ridiculously attractive and
suitably available for wooing,

Back in the city, the lead has a romantic partner. Someone ruthless who
encourages him to do what he’s set out to do and ruin some lives in exchange
for that big promotion. He fields calls from her, during which she interrupts
him, barking heartless advice from the seat of her Peloton bike.



You can tell she’s evil because her hair is an unnatural blond, slicked
back a la Sharon Stone in Basic Instinct, and also, she hates Christmas
decorations.

As the hero spends more time with the charming baker/seamstress/tree
farm. . . person, things change for him. He learns the true meaning of life!

He returns home, transformed by the love of a good woman. There he
asks his ice-queen girlfriend to take a walk with him. She gapes, says
something like, In these Manolos?

It will be fun, he tells her. On the walk, he might ask her to look up at the
stars.

She snaps, You know I can’t look up right now! I just got Botox!

And then he realizes: he can’t go back to his old life. He doesn’t want to!
He ends his cold, unsatisfying relationship and proposes to his new
sweetheart. (Who needs dating?)

At this point, you find yourself screaming at the book, You don’t even
know her! What’s her middle name, bitch? From across the room, your
sister, Libby, hushes you, throws popcorn at your head without lifting her
gaze from her own crinkly-covered library book.

And that’s why I’m running late to this lunch meeting.

Because that’s my life. The trope that governs my days. The archetype
over which my details are superimposed.

I’m the city person. Not the one who meets the hot farmer. The other one.

The uptight, manicured literary agent, reading manuscripts from atop her
Peloton while a serene beach scene screen saver drifts, unnoticed, across her
computer screen.

I’m the one who gets dumped.

I’ve read this story, and lived it, enough to know it’s happening again right
now, as I’m weaving through late-afternoon foot traffic in Midtown, my
phone clutched to my ear.

He hasn’t said it yet, but the hairs on the back of my neck are rising, the
pit opening in my stomach as he maneuvers the conversation toward a
cartoon-style drop off a cliff.



Grant was only supposed to be in Texas for two weeks, just long enough
to help close a deal between his company and the boutique hotel they were
trying to acquire outside San Antonio. Having already experienced two post—
work trip breakups, I reacted to the news of his trip as if he’d announced
he’d joined the navy and was shipping out in the morning.

Libby tried to convince me I was overreacting, but I wasn’t surprised
when Grant missed our nightly phone call three times in a row, or when he
cut two others short. I knew how this ended.

And then, three days ago, hours before his return flight, it happened.

A force majeure intervened to keep him in San Antonio longer than
planned. His appendix burst.

Theoretically, I could’ve booked a flight right then, met him at the
hospital. But I was in the middle of a huge sale and needed to be glued to my
phone with stable Wi-Fi access. My client was counting on me. This was a
life-changing chance for her. And besides, Grant pointed out that an
appendectomy was a routine procedure. His exact words were “no big deal.”

So I stayed, and deep down, I knew I was releasing Grant to the small-
town-romance-novel gods to do with what they do best.

Now, three days later, as I’'m practically sprinting to lunch in my Good
Luck heels, my knuckles white against my phone, the reverberation of the nail
in my relationship’s coffin rattles through me in the form of Grant’s voice.

“Say that again.” I mean to say it as a question. It comes out as an order.

Grant sighs. “I’m not coming back, Nora. Things have changed for me this
past week.” He chuckles. “I’ve changed.”

A thud goes through my cold, city-person heart. “Is she a baker?” I ask.

He’s silent for a beat. “What?”

“Is she a baker?” 1 say, like that’s a perfectly reasonable first question to
ask when your boyfriend dumps you over the phone. “The woman you’re
leaving me for.”

After a brief silence, he gives in: “She’s the daughter of the couple who
own the hotel. They’ve decided not to sell. I’'m going to stay on, help them
run it.”



I can’t help it: I laugh. That’s always been my reaction to bad news. It’s
probably how I won the role of Evil Villainess in my own life, but what else
am | supposed to do? Melt into a crying puddle on this packed sidewalk?
What good would that do?

I stop outside the restaurant and gently knead at my eyes. “So, to be
clear,” I say, “you’re giving up your amazing job, your amazing apartment,
and me, and you’re moving to Texas. To be with someone whose career can
best be described as the daughter of the couple who own the hotel?”

“There’s more important things in life than money and a fancy career,
Nora,” he spits.

I laugh again. “I can’t tell if you think you’re being serious.”

Grant is the son of a billionaire hotel mogul. “Raised with a silver spoon”
doesn’t even begin to cover it. He probably had gold-leaf toilet paper.

For Grant, college was a formality. Internships were a formality. Hell,
wearing pants was a formality! He got his job through sheer nepotism.

Which is precisely what makes his last comment so rich, both figuratively
and literally.

I must say this last part aloud, because he demands, “What’s that
supposed to mean?”

I peer through the window of the restaurant, then check the time on my
phone. I’'m late—I’m never late. Not the first impression I was aiming for.

“Grant, you’re a thirty-four-year-old heir. For most of us, our jobs are
tied directly to our ability to eat.”

“See?” he says. “This is the kind of worldview I’'m done with. You can be
so cold sometimes, Nora. Chastity and I want to—"

It’s not intentional—I’m not trying to be cutting—when I cackle out her
name. It’s just that, when hilariously bad things happen, I leave my body. I
watch them happen from outside myself and think, Really? This is what the
universe has chosen to do? A bit on the nose, isn’t it?

In this case, it’s chosen to guide my boyfriend into the arms of a woman
named after the ability to keep a hymen intact. I mean, it is funny.

He huffs on the other end of the line. “These people are good people,
Nora. They’re salt of the earth. That’s the kind of person I want to be. Look,



Nora, don’t act upset—"

“Who’s acting?”

“You’ve never needed me—”

“Of course I don’t!” I’ve worked hard to build a life that’s my own, that
no one else could pull a plug on to send me swirling down a cosmic drain.

“You’ve never even stayed over at my place—" he says.

“My mattress is objectively better!” I researched it for nine and a half
months before buying it. Of course, that’s also pretty much how I date, and
still, T end up here.

“—so don’t pretend you’re heartbroken,” Grant says. “I’m not sure you’re
even capable of being heartbroken.”

Again, I have to laugh.

Because on this, he’s wrong. It’s just that once you’ve had your heart truly
shattered, a phone call like this is nothing. A heart-twinge, maybe a murmur.
Certainly not a break.

Grant’s on a roll now: “I’ve never even seen you cry.”

You’re welcome, 1 consider saying. How many times had Mom told us,
laughing through her tears, that her latest beau had told her she was too
emotional?

That’s the thing about women. There’s no good way to be one. Wear your
emotions on your sleeve and you’re hysterical. Keep them tucked away
where your boyfriend doesn’t have to tend to them and you’re a heartless
bitch.

“I’ve got to go, Grant,” I say.

“Of course you do,” he replies.

Apparently my following through with prior commitments is just more
proof that I am a frigid, evil robot who sleeps in a bed of hundred-dollar
bills and raw diamonds. (If only.)

I hang up without a goodbye and tuck myself beneath the restaurant’s
awning. As I take a steadying breath, I wait to see if the tears will come.
They don’t. They never do. I’m okay with that.

I have a job to do, and unlike Grant, I’'m going to do it, for myself and
everyone else at Nguyen Literary Agency.



I smooth my hair, square my shoulders, and head inside, the blast of air-
conditioning scrubbing goose bumps over my arms.

It’s late in the day for lunch, so the crowd is thin, and I spot Charlie
Lastra near the back, dressed in all black like publishing’s own metropolitan
vampire.

We’ve never met in person, but I double-checked the Publishers Weekly
announcement about his promotion to executive editor at Wharton House
Books and committed his photograph to memory: the stern, dark brows; the
light brown eyes; the slight crease in his chin beneath his full lips. He has the
kind of dark mole on one cheek that, if he were a woman, would definitely be
considered a beauty mark.

He can’t be much past his midthirties, with the kind of face you might
describe as boyish, if not for how tired he looks and the gray that thoroughly
peppers his black hair.

Also, he’s scowling. Or pouting. His mouth is pouting. His forehead is
scowling. Powling.

He glances at his watch.

Not a good sign. Right before I left the office, my boss, Amy, warned me
Charlie is famously testy, but I wasn’t worried. I’m always punctual.

Except when I’m getting dumped over the phone. Then I’m six and a half
minutes late, apparently.

“Hi!” I stick out my palm to shake his as I approach. “Nora Stephens. So
nice to meet you in person, finally.”

He stands, his chair scraping over the floor. His black clothes, dark
features, and general demeanor have the approximate effect on the room of a
black hole, sucking all the light out of it and swallowing it entirely.

Most people wear black as a form of lazy professionalism, but he makes
it look like a capital-c Choice, the combination of his relaxed merino
sweater, trousers, and brogues giving him the air of a celebrity caught on the
street by a paparazzo. I catch myself calculating how many American dollars
he’s wearing. Libby calls it my “disturbing middle-class party trick,” but
really it’s just that I love pretty things and often online window-shop to self-
soothe after a stressful day.



I’d put Charlie’s outfit at somewhere between eight hundred and a
thousand. Right in the range of mine, frankly, though everything I’'m wearing
except my shoes was purchased secondhand.

He examines my outstretched palm for two long seconds before shaking it.
“You’re late.” He sits without bothering to meet my gaze.

Is there anything worse than a man who thinks he’s above the laws of the
social contract just because he was born with a decent face and a fat wallet?
Grant has burned through my daily tolerance for self-important asshats. Still,
I have to play this game, for my authors’ sakes.

“I know,” 1 say, beaming apologetically but not actually apologizing.
“Thank you for waiting for me. My train got stopped on the tracks. You know
how itis.”

His eyes lift to mine. They look darker now, so dark I’m not sure there are
irises around those pupils. His expression says he does not know how it is,
re: trains stopping on the tracks for reasons both grisly and mundane.

Probably, he doesn’t take the subway.

Probably, he goes everywhere in a shiny black limo, or a Gothic carriage
pulled by a team of Clydesdales.

I shuck off my blazer (herringbone, Isabel Marant) and take the seat
across from him. “Have you ordered?”

“No,” he says. Nothing else.

My hopes sink lower.

We’d scheduled this get-to-know-you lunch weeks ago. But last Friday,
I’d sent him a new manuscript from one of my oldest clients, Dusty Fielding.
Now I’m second-guessing whether I could subject one of my authors to this
man.

I pick up my menu. “They have a goat cheese salad that’s phenomenal.”

Charlie closes his menu and regards me. “Before we go any further,” he
says, thick black brows furrowing, his voice low and innately hoarse, “I
should just tell you, I found Fielding’s new book unreadable.”

My jaw drops. I’m not sure what to say. For one thing, I hadn’t planned on
bringing the book up. If Charlie wanted to reject it, he could’ve just done so
in an email. And without using the word unreadable.



But even aside from that, any decent person would at least wait until there
was some bread on the table before throwing out insults.

I close my own menu and fold my hands on the table. “I think it’s her best
yet.”

Dusty’s already published three others, each of them fantastic, though
none sold well. Her last publisher wasn’t willing to take another chance on
her, so she’s back in the water, looking for a new home for her next novel.

And okay, maybe it’s not my favorite of hers, but it has immense
commercial appeal. With the right editor, I know what this book can be.

Charlie sits back, the heavy, discerning quality of his gaze sending a
prickling down my backbone. It feels like he’s looking right through me, past
the shiny politeness to the jagged edges underneath. His look says, Wipe that
frozen smile off your face. You’re not that nice.

He turns his water glass in place. “Her best is The Glory of Small
Things,” he says, like three seconds of eye contact was enough to read my
innermost thoughts and he knows he’s speaking for both of us.

Frankly, Glory was one of my favorite books in the last decade, but that
doesn’t make this one chopped liver.

I say, “This book is every bit as good. It’s just different—Iess subdued,
maybe, but that gives it a cinematic edge.”

“Less subdued?” Charlie squints. At least the golden brown has seeped
back into his eyes so I feel less like they’re going to burn holes in me.
“That’s like saying Charles Manson was a lifestyle guru. It might be true, but
it’s hardly the point. This book feels like someone watched that Sarah
McLachlan commercial for animal cruelty prevention and thought, But what
if all the puppies died on camera?”

An irritable laugh lurches out of me. “Fine. It’s not your cup of tea. But
maybe it would be helpful,” I fume, “if you told me what you liked about the
book. Then I know what to send you in the future.”

Liar, my brain says. You’re not sending him more books.

Liar, Charlie’s unsettling, owlish eyes say. You’re not sending me more
books.

This lunch—this potential working relationship—is dead in the water.



Charlie doesn’t want to work with me, and I don’t want to work with him,
but I guess he hasn’t entirely abandoned the social contract, because he
considers my question.

“It’s overly sentimental for my taste,” he says eventually. “And the cast is
caricatured—"

“Quirky,” 1 disagree. “We could scale them back, but it’s a large cast—
their quirks help distinguish them.”

“And the setting—"

“What’s wrong with the setting?” The setting in Once in a Lifetime sells
the whole book. “Sunshine Falls is charming.”

Charlie scoffs, literally rolls his eyes. “It’s completely unrealistic.”

“It’s a real place,” I counter. Dusty had made the little mountain town
sound so idyllic I’d actually googled it. Sunshine Falls, North Carolina, sits
just a little ways outside Asheville.

Charlie shakes his head. He seems irritable. Well, that makes two of us.

I do not like him. If I’m the archetypical City Person, he is the Dour,
Unappeasable Stick-in-the-Mud. He’s the Growly Misanthrope, Oscar the
Grouch, second-act Heathcliff, the worst parts of Mr. Knightley.

Which is a shame, because he’s also got a reputation for having a magic
touch. Several of my agent friends call him Midas. As in, “Everything he
touches turns to gold.” (Though admittedly, some others refer to him as the
Storm Cloud. As in, “He makes it rain money, but at what cost?”)

The point is, Charlie Lastra picks winners. And he isn’t picking Once in a
Lifetime. Determined to bolster my confidence, if not his, I cross my arms
over my chest. “I’m telling you, no matter how contrived you found it,
Sunshine Falls is real.”

“It might exist,” Charlie says, “but I’'m telling you Dusty Fielding has
never been there.”

“Why does that matter?” I ask, no longer feigning politeness.

Charlie’s mouth twitches in reaction to my outburst. “You wanted to know
what I disliked about the book—"

“What you liked,” 1 correct him.

“—and I disliked the setting.”



The sting of anger races down my windpipe, rooting through my lungs.
“So how about you just tell me what kind of books you do want, Mr. Lastra?”

He relaxes until he’s leaned back, languid and sprawling like some jungle
cat toying with its prey. He turns his water glass again. I’d thought it was a
nervous tic, but maybe it’s a low-grade torture tactic. I want to knock it off
the table.

“I want,” Charlie says, “early Fielding. The Glory of Small Things.”

“That book didn’t sell.”

“Because her publisher didn’t know how to sell it,” Charlie says.
“Wharton House could. I could.”

My eyebrow arches, and I do my best to school it back into place.

Just then, the server approaches our table. “Can I get you anything while
you’re perusing the menu?” she asks sweetly.

“Goat cheese salad for me,” Charlie says, without looking at either of us.

Probably he’s looking forward to pronouncing my favorite salad in the
city inedible.

“And for you, ma’am?” the server asks.

I stifle the shiver that runs down my spine whenever a twentysomething
calls me ma’am. This must be how ghosts feel when people walk over their
graves.

“I’11 have that too,” I say, and then, because this has been one hell of a day
and there is no one here to impress—and because I’m trapped here for at
least forty more minutes with a man I have no intention of ever working with
—I say, “And a gin martini. Dirty.”

Charlie’s brow just barely lifts. It’s three p.m. on a Thursday, not exactly
happy hour, but given that publishing shuts down in the summer and most
people take Fridays off, it’s practically the weekend.

“Bad day,” I say under my breath as the server disappears with our order.

“Not as bad as mine,” Charlie replies. The rest hangs in the air, unsaid: I
read eighty pages of Once in a Lifetime, then sat down with you.

I scoff. “Youreally didn’t like the setting?”

“I can hardly imagine anywhere I’d less enjoy spending four hundred

pages.”



“You know,” I say, “you’re every bit as pleasant as I was told you would
be.”

“I can’t control how I feel,” he says coolly.

I bristle. “That’s like Charles Manson saying he’s not the one who
committed the murders. It might be true on a technical level, but it’s hardly
the point.”

The server drops off my martini, and Charlie grumbles, “Could I get one
of those too?”

Later that night, my phone pings with an email.

Hi, Nora,

Feel free to keep me in mind for Dusty’s future projects.

-Charlie

I can’t help rolling my eyes. No Nice meeting you. No Hope you’re well.
He couldn’t even be bothered with basic niceties. Gritting my teeth, I type
back, mimicking his style.

Charlie,

If she writes anything about lifestyle guru Charlie
Manson, you'll be the first to know.

-Nora



I tuck my phone into my sweatpants’ pocket and nudge open my bathroom
door to start my ten-step skin care routine (also known as the best forty-five
minutes of my day). My phone vibrates and I pull it out.

Nv

Joke's on you: very much want to read that.

-C

Hell-bent on having the last word, I write, Night.

(Good night is decidedly not what I mean.)

Best, Charlie writes back, like he’s signing an email that doesn’t exist.

If there’s one thing I hate more than shoes with no heels, it’s losing. I
write back, x.

No reply. Checkmate. After a day from hell, this small victory makes me
feel like all is right in the world. I finish my skin care routine. I read five
blissful chapters of a grisly mystery novel, and I drift off on my perfect
mattress, without a thought to spare for Grant or his new life in Texas. I sleep
like a baby.

Or anice queen.



TWO YEARS LATER

THE CITY IS baking. The asphalt sizzles. The trash on the sidewalk

reeks. The families we pass carry ice pops that shrink with every step,
melting down their fingers. Sunlight glances off buildings like a laser-based
security system in an out-of-date heist movie, and I feel like a glazed donut
that’s been left out in the heat for four days.

Meanwhile, even five months pregnant and despite the temperature, Libby
looks like the star of a shampoo commercial.

“Three times.” She sounds awed. “How does a person get dumped in a
full lifestyle-swap three times?”

“Just lucky, I guess,” I say. Really, it’s four, but I never could bring myself
to tell her the whole story about Jakob. It’s been years and I can still barely
tell myself that story.

Libby sighs and loops her arm through mine. My skin is sticky from the
heat and humidity of midsummer, but my baby sister’s is miraculously dry
and silky.

I might’ve gotten Mom’s five feet and eleven inches of height, but the rest
of her features all funneled down to my sister, from the strawberry gold hair
to the wide, Mediterranean Sea—blue eyes and the splash of freckles across
her nose. Her short, curvy stature must’ve come from Dad’s gene pool—not
that we would know; he left when I was three and Libby was months from
being born. When it’s natural, my hair is a dull, ashy blond, and my eyes’



shade of blue is less idyllic-vacation-water and more last-thing-you-see-
before-the-ice-freezes-over-and-you-drown.

She’s the Marianne to my Elinor, the Meg Ryan to my Parker Posey.

She is also my absolute favorite person on the planet.

“Oh, Nora.” Libby squeezes me to her as we come to a crosswalk, and I
bask in the closeness. No matter how hectic life and work sometimes get, it’s
always felt like there were some internal metronomes keeping us in sync. I’d
pick up my phone to call her, and it would already be ringing, or she’d text
me about grabbing lunch and we’d realize we were already in the same part
of the city. The last few months, though, we’ve been ships passing in the
night. Actually, more like a submarine and a paddleboat in entirely separate
lakes.

I miss her calls while I’'m in meetings, and she’s already asleep by the
time I call back. She finally invites me to dinner on a night I’ve promised to
take a client out. Worse than that is the faint, uncanny off feeling when we’re
actually together. Like she’s only halfway here. Like those metronomes have
fallen into different rhythms, and even when we’re right next to each other,
they never manage to match up.

At first I'd chalked it up to stress about the new baby, but as time has
worn on, my sister’s seemed more distant rather than closer. We’re
fundamentally out of sync in a way I can’t seem to name, and not even my
dream mattress and a cloud of diffused lavender oil are enough to keep me
from lying awake, turning over our last few conversations like I’m looking
for faint cracks.

The sign has changed to WALK, but a slew of drivers rushes through the
newly red light. When a guy in a nice suit strides into the street, Libby pulls
me along after him.

It’s a truth universally acknowledged that cabdrivers won’t clip people
who look like this guy. His outfit says, I am a man with a lawyer. Or
possibly just I am a lawyer.

“I thought you and Andrew were good together,” Libby says, seamlessly
reentering the conversation. As long as you’re willing to overlook that my



ex’s name was Aaron, not Andrew. “I don’t understand what went wrong.
Was it work stuff?”

Her eyes flicker toward me on the words work stuff, and it triggers
another memory: me slipping back into the apartment during Bea’s fourth
birthday party and Libby giving me a look like an injured Pixar puppy as she
guessed, Work call?

When I apologized, she brushed it off, but now I find myself wondering if
that was the moment I’d started to lose her, the exact second when our
diverging paths pulled just a little too far from each other and the seams
started splitting,

“What went wrong,” 1 say, recovering my place in the conversation, “is
that, in a past life, I betrayed a very powerful witch, and she’s put a curse on
my love life. He’s moving to Prince Edward Island.”

We pause at the next cross street, waiting for traffic to slow. It’s a
Saturday in mid-July and absolutely everyone is out, wearing as few clothes
as legally possible, eating dripping ice cream cones from Big Gay or
artisanal ice pops filled with things that have no business being anywhere
near a dessert.

“Do you know what’s on Prince Edward Island?” I ask.

“Anne of Green Gables?” Libby says.

“Anne of Green Gables would be dead by now,” I say.

“Wow,” she says. “Spoiler.”

“How does a person go from living here to moving to a place where the
hottest destination is the Canadian Potato Museum? I would immediately die
of boredom.”

Libby sighs. “I don’t know. I’d take a little boredom right about now.”

I glance sidelong at her, and my heart trips over its next beat. Her hair is
still perfect and her skin is prettily flushed, but now new details jump out at
me, signs [ missed at first.

The drawn corners of her mouth. The subtle thinning of her cheeks. She
looks tired, older than usual.

“Sorry,” she says, almost to herself. “I don’t mean to be Sad, Droopy
Mom—I just. . . I really need some sleep.”



My mind is already spinning, searching for places I could pick up the
slack. Brendan and Libby’s evergreen concern is money, but they’ve refused
help in that department for years, so I’ve had to find creative ways of
supporting them.

Actually, the phone call she may or may not be peeved about was a
Birthday Present Trojan Horse. A “client” “canceled” “a trip” and “the room
at the St. Regis” was “nonrefundable” so “it only made sense” to have a
midweek slumber party with the girls there.

“You’re not Sad, Droopy Mom,” I say now, squeezing her arm again.
“You’re Supermom. You're the regulation hottie in the jumpsuit at the
Brooklyn Flea, carrying her five hundred beautiful children, a giant bouquet
of wildflowers, and a basket full of lumpy tomatoes. It’s okay to get tired,
Lib.”

She squints at me. “When was the last time you counted my kids, Sissy?
Because there are two.”

“Not to make you feel like a terrible parent,” I say, poking her belly, “but
I’m eighty percent sure there’s another one in there.”

“Fine, two and a half.” Her eyes dart toward mine, cautious. “So how are
you, really? About the breakup, I mean.”

“We were only together four months. It wasn’t serious.”

“Serious is the nature of how you date,” she says. “If someone makes it to
a third dinner with you, then he’s already met four hundred and fifty separate
criteria. It’s not casual dating if you know the other person’s blood type.”

“I do not know my dates’ blood types,” I say. “All I need from them is a
full credit report, a psych eval, and a blood oath.”

Libby throws her head back, cackling. As ever, making my sister laugh is
a shot of serotonin straight into my heart. Or brain? Probably brain. Serotonin
in your heart is probably not a good a thing. The point is, Libby’s laugh
makes me feel like the world is under my thumb, like I’'m in complete control
of The Situation.

Maybe that makes me a narcissist, or maybe it just makes me a thirty-two-
year-old woman who remembers full weeks when she couldn’t coax her
grieving sister out of bed.



“Hey,” Libby says, slowing as she realizes where we are, what we’ve
been subconsciously moving toward. “Look.”

If we got blindfolded and air-dropped into the city, we’d probably still
end up here: gazing wistfully at Freeman Books, the West Village shop we
used to live over. The tiny apartment where Mom spun us through the kitchen,
all three of us singing the Supremes’ “Baby Love” into kitchen utensils. The
place where we spent countless nights curled up on a pink-and-cream floral
couch watching Katharine Hepburn movies with a smorgasbord of junk food
spread across the coffee table she’d found on the street, its busted leg
replaced by a stack of hardcovers.

In books and movies, characters like me always live in cement-floored
lofts with bleak modern art and four-foot vases filled with, like, scraggly
black twigs, for some inexplicable reason.

But in real life, I chose my current apartment because it looks so much
like this one: old wooden floors and soft wallpaper, a hissing radiator in one
corner and built-in bookshelves stuffed to the brim with secondhand
paperbacks. Its crown molding has been painted over so many times it’s lost
its crisp edges, and time has warped its high, narrow windows.

This little bookstore and its upstairs apartment are my favorite places on
earth.

Even if it’s also where our lives were torn in half twelve years ago, I
love this place.

“Oh my gosh!” Libby grips my forearm, waving at the display in the
bookstore’s window: a pyramid of Dusty Fielding’s runaway hit, Once in a
Lifetime, with its new movie tie-in cover.

She pulls out her phone. “We have to take a picture!”

There is no one who loves Dusty’s book as much as my sister. And that’s
saying something, since, in six months, it’s sold a million copies already.
People are calling it the book of the year. A Man Called Ove meets A Little
Life.

Take that, Charlie Lastra, I think, as I do every so often when I remember
that fateful lunch. Or whenever I pass his shut-tight office door (all the



sweeter since he moved to work at the publishing house that put out Once,
where he’s now surrounded by constant reminders of my success).

Fine, I think Take that, Charlie Lastra a lot. One never really forgets the
first time a colleague drove her to extreme unprofessionalism.

“m going to see this movie five hundred times,” Libby tells me.
“Consecutively.”

“Wear a diaper,” I advise.

“Not necessary,” she says. “I’ll be crying too much. There won’t be any
pee in my body.”

“I had no idea you had such a . . . comprehensive understanding of
science,” I say.

“The last time I read it, I cried so hard I pulled a muscle in my back.”

“You should consider exercising more.”

“Rude.” She waves at her pregnant belly, then starts us toward the juice
bar again. “Anyway, back to your love life. You just need to get back out
there.”

“Libby,” I say. “I understand that you met the love of your life when you
were twenty years old, and thus have never truly dated. But imagine for a
moment, if you will, a world in which thirty percent of your dates end with
the revelation that the man across the table from you has a foot, elbow, or
kneecap fetish.”

It was the shock of my life when my whimsical, romantic sister fell in
love with a nine-years-older-than-her accountant who is very into reading
about trains, but Brendan’s also the most solid man I’ve ever met in my life,
and I’ve long since accepted that somehow, against all odds, he and my sister
are soul mates.

“Thirty percent?!” she cries. “What the hell kind of dating apps are you
on, Nora?”

“The normal ones!” I say.

In the interest of full discretion, yes, I outright inquire about fetishes up
front. It’s not that thirty percent of men announce their kinks twenty minutes
after meeting, but that’s my point. The last time my boss, Amy, went home



with an un-vetted woman, she turned out to have a room that was entirely
dolls. Floor-to-ceiling ceramic dolls.

How inconvenient would it be to fall in love with a person only to find
out they had a doll room? The answer is “very.”

“Can we sit for a second?” Libby asks, a little out of breath, and we
sidestep a group of German tourists to perch on the edge of a coffee shop’s
windowsill.

“Are you okay?” I ask. “Can I get you something? Water?”

She shakes her head, brushes her hair behind her ears. “I’m just tired. I
need a break.”

“Maybe we should have a spa day,” I suggest. “I have a gift certificate—"

“First of all,” she says, “you’re lying, and I can tell. And second of
all . . .” Her teeth worry over her pink-glossed lip. “I had something else in
mind.”

“Two spa days?” I guess.

She cracks a tentative smile. “You know how you’re always complaining
about how publishing pretty much shuts down in August and you have nothing
to do?”

“I have plenty to do,” I argue.

“Nothing that requires you to be in the city,” she amends. “So what if we
went somewhere? Got away for a few weeks and just relaxed? I can go a day
without getting anyone else’s bodily fluids on me, and you can forget about
what happened with Aaron, and we can just . . . take a break from being the
Tired Supermom and Fancy Career Lady we have to be the other eleven
months out of the year. Maybe you can even take a page out of your exes’
books and have a whirlwind romance with a local . . . lobster hunter?”

[ stare at her, trying to parse out how serious she is.

“Fisher? Lobster fisher?” she says. “Fisherman?”

“But we never go anywhere,” I point out.

“Exactly,” she says, a ragged edge creeping into her voice. She grabs for
my hand, and I note the way her nails are bitten down. I try to swallow, but
it’s like my esophagus is inside a vise. Because, right then, I’'m suddenly sure



there’s more going on with Libby than run-of-the-mill money problems, lack
of sleep, or irritation with my work schedule.

Six months ago, I’d have known exactly what was going on. I wouldn’t
have even had to ask. She would’ve stopped by my apartment, unannounced,
and flopped onto my couch dramatically and said, “You know what’s
bothering me lately, Sissy?” and I would pull her head into my lap and tease
my fingers through her hair while she poured out her worries over a glass of
crisp white wine. Things are different now.

“This is our chance, Nora,” she says quietly, urgently. “Let’s take a trip.
Just the two of us. The last time we did that was California.”

My stomach plummets, then rebounds. That trip—Ilike my relationship
with Jakob—is part of the time in my life I do my best not to revisit.

Pretty much everything I do, actually, is to ensure Libby and I never find
ourselves back in that dark place we were in after Mom died. But the
undeniable truth is I haven’t seen her look like this, like she’s at her breaking
point, since then.

I swallow hard. “Can you get away right now?”

“Brendan’s parents will help with the girls.” She squeezes my hands, her
wide blue eyes practically burning with hope. “When this baby gets here, I’'m
going to be an empty shell of a person for a while, and before that happens, I
really, really want to spend time with you, like it used to be. And also I’m
like three sleepless nights away from snapping and pulling a Where’d You
Go, Bernadette, if not the full Gone Girl. I need this.”

My chest squeezes. An image of a heart in a too-small metal cage flashes
over my mind. I’ve always been incapable of saying no to her. Not when she
was five and wanted the last bite of Junior’s cheesecake, or when she was
fifteen and wanted to borrow my favorite jeans (the seat of which never
recovered from her superior curves), or when she was sixteen and she said
through tears, I just want to not be here, and I swept her off to Los Angeles.

She never actually asked for any of those things, but she’s asking now, her
palms pressed together and her lower lip jutted, and it makes me feel panicky
and breathless, even more out of control than the thought of leaving the city.
“Please.”



Her fatigue has made her look insubstantial, faded, like if I tried to brush
her hair away from her brow, my fingers might pass through her. I didn’t
know it was possible to miss a person this much while she was sitting right
next to you, so badly everything in you aches.

She’s right here, 1 tell myself, and she’s okay. Whatever it is, you’ll fix
it.

I swallow every excuse, complaint, and argument bubbling up in me.
“Let’s take a trip.”

Libby’s lips split into a grin. She shifts on the windowsill to wriggle
something out of her back pocket. “Okay, good. Because I already bought
these and I’m not sure they’re refundable.” She slaps the printed plane tickets
in my lap, and it’s like the moment never happened. Like in the matter of
point five seconds, I got my carefree baby sister back, and I’d trade any
number of organs to cement us both into this moment, to live here always
where she’s shining bright. My chest loosens. My next breath comes easy.

“Aren’t you even going to look where we’re going?” Libby asks, amused.

I tear my gaze from her and read the ticket. “Asheville, North Carolina?”

She shakes her head. “It’s the airport closest to Sunshine Falls. This is
going to be a . . . once-in-a-lifetime trip.”

I groan and she throws her arms around me, laughing. “We’re going to
have so much fun, Sissy! And you’re going to fall in love with a lumberjack.”

“If there’s one thing that makes me horny,” I say, “it’s deforestation.”

“An ethical, sustainable, organic, gluten-free lumberjack,” Libby amends.



O N THE AIRPLANE, Libby insists we order Bloody Marys. Actually,

she tries to pressure me into taking shots, but she settles for a Bloody
Mary (and a plain tomato juice for herself). I’'m not a big drinker myself, and
morning alcohol has never been my thing. But this is my first vacation in a
decade, and I’'m so anxious I chug the drink in the first twenty minutes of our
flight.

I don’t like traveling, I don’t like time off work, and I don’t like leaving
my clients in the lurch. Or, in this case, one rather indispensable client: I
spent the forty-eight hours pre-takeoff alternating between trying to talk Dusty
down and pump her up.

We’ve already bumped the deadline for her next book back six months,
and if she can’t start getting her editor pages this week, the whole publishing
schedule will be thrown off.

She’s so superstitious about the drafting process that we don’t even know
what she’s working on, but I fire off another encouraging you-can-do-it email
on my phone anyway.

Libby shoots me a pointed look, brow arched. I set my phone down and
hold up my hands, hoping to signal I’m present.

“So,” she says, appeased, and drags her cartoonishly large purse onto the
folding tray table, “I figure now is as good a time as any to go over the plan.”
She fishes out an actual, full-sized folder and flops it open.

“Oh my god, what is that?” I say. “Are you planning a bank robbery?”

“Heist, Sissy. Robbery sounds so déclassé, and we’re going to be
wearing three-piece suits the whole time,” she says, not missing a beat as she



pulls out two identical laminated sheets with the typed heading LIFE-
CHANGING VACATION LIST.

“Who are you and where did you bury my sister?” I ask.

“I know how much you love a checklist,” she says brightly. “So I took the
liberty of crafting one to create our perfect small-town adventure.”

I reach for one of the sheets. “I hope number one is ‘dance atop a Coyote
Ugly bar.” Though I’m not sure any manager worth her salt will allow that in
your condition.”

She feigns offense. “Am I showing much?”

“Noo0oo,” I coo. “Not at all.”

“You're so bad at lying. It looks like your face muscles are being
controlled by a half dozen amateur puppeteers. Now, back to the bucket list.”

“Bucket list? Which of us is dying?”

She looks up, eyes sparkling. I’d say it’s the glint of mischief, but her eyes
are pretty much always sparkly. “Birth is a kind of death,” she says, rubbing
her tummy. “Death of the self. Death of sleep. Death of your ability not to pee
yourself a little when you laugh. But I guess it’s more like a small-town
romance novel experience list than a bucket list. It’s how we’re both going
to be transformed via small-town magic into more relaxed versions of
ourselves.”

I eye the list again. Before Libby got pregnant the first time, she briefly
worked for a top-tier events planner (among many, many, many other things),
so despite her natural tendency toward spontaneity (read: chaos), she’d made
some strides in organization, even pre-motherhood. But this level of planning
is so extremely . . . me, and I’m weirdly touched she’s put so much thought
into this.

Also shocked to discover the first item on the list is Wear a flannel shirt.
“I don’t own a flannel shirt,” I say.

Libby shrugs. “Me neither. We’ll have to thrift some—maybe we can find
some cowgirl boots too.”

When we were teenagers, we’d spend hours sorting through junk for gems
at our favorite Goodwill. I’d go for the sleek designer pieces and she’d
beeline toward anything with color, fringe, or rhinestones.



Again I feel that heart-pinch sensation, like I’m missing her, like all our
best moments are behind us. That, I remind myself, is why I’m doing this. By
the time we get back to the city, whatever little gaps have cropped up
between us will be stitched closed again.

“Flannel,” I say. “Got it.” The second item on the list is Bake something.
Continuing the trend of us being polar opposites, my sister loves cooking, but
since she’s usually beholden to the taste buds of a four- and three-year-old,
she’s always saved her more adventurous recipes for our nights in together.
My eyes skim down the list.

3. General makeover (let hair down/get bangs?)
4. Build something (literal, not figurative)

The first four items almost directly correlate to Libby’s Graveyard of
Abandoned Potential Careers. Before her event-planning job, she’d briefly
run an online vintage store that curated thrift store finds; and before that,
she’d wanted to be a baker; and before that, a hairstylist; and for one very
brief summer, she’d decided she wanted to be a carpenter because there
weren’t “enough women in that field.” She was eight.

So everything so far makes sense—at least as much as this entire thing
makes sense (which is to say, only in Libby’ brain)—but then my gaze
catches on number five. “Ummm, what is this?”

“Go on at least two dates with locals,” she reads, visibly excited. “That
one’s not for me.” She lifts her copy of the list, on which number five is
struck through.

“Well, that doesn’t seem fair,” I say.

“You’ll recall that I’'m married,” she says, “and five trillion weeks
pregnant.”

“And I’'m a career woman with a weekly housekeeping service, a spare
bedroom I turned into a shoe closet, and a Sephora credit card. I don’t
imagine my dream man is a lobster hunter.”



Libby lights up and scooches forward in her seat. “Exactly!” she says.
“Look, Nora, you know I love your beautiful, Dewey-decimal-organized
brain, but you date like you’re shopping for cars.”

“Thank you,” I say.

“And it always ends badly.”

“Oh, thank god.” T clutch my chest. “I was worried that wouldn’t come up
soon.”

She tries to turn in her seat and grabs my hands on the armrest between us.
“I’m just saying, you keep dating these guys who are exactly like you, with
all the same priorities.”

“You can really shorten that sentence if you just say ‘men I’m compatible
with.” ”

“Sometimes opposites attract,” she says. “Think about all your exes.
Think about Jakob and his cowgirl wife!”

Something cold lances through me at the mention of him; Libby doesn’t
notice.

“The whole point of this trip is to step outside our comfort zones,” she
insists. “To get a chance to . . . to be someone different! Besides, who
knows? Maybe if you branch out a little, you’ll find your own life-changing
love story instead of another walking checklist of a boyfriend.”

“I like dating checklists, thank you very much,” I say. “Checklists keep
things simple. I mean, think about Mom, Lib.” She was constantly falling in
love, and never with men who made any sense for her. It always came
crashing down spectacularly, usually leaving her so broken she’d miss work
or auditions, or do so badly at either that she’d get fired or cut.

“You’re nothing like Mom.” She says it flippantly, but it still stings. I'm
well aware how little I take after our mother. I felt those shortcomings every
second of every day after we lost her, when I was trying to keep us afloat.

And I know that’s not what Libby’s saying, but it still doesn’t feel all too
different from every breakup I can remember: a long-winded monologue
ending with something along the lines of FOR ALL 1 KNOW, YOU DON’T EVEN
HAVE FEELINGS.



“I mean, how often do you get to just let loose and not worry about how it
fits into your perfect little plan?” Libby goes on. “You deserve to have some
low-pressure fun, and frankly, I deserve to live vicariously through you.
Ergo, the dates.”

“So am I allowed to take the earpiece out after dinner, or . . .”

Libby throws up her hands. “You know what, fine, forget number five!
Even though it would be good for you. Even though I basically designed this
whole trip for you to have your small-town romance novel experience, I
guess—”

“Okay, okay!” I cry. “I’ll do the lumberjack dates, but they’d better look
like Robert Redford.”

She squeals excitedly. “Young or old?”

I stare at her.

“Right,” she says. “Got it. So, moving on. Number six: Go skinny-dipping
in a natural body of water.”

“What if there are bacteria that affect the baby or something?” I ask.

“Damn it,” she grumbles, frowning. “I really didn’t think all of this
through as well as I thought.”

“Nonsense,” I say. “It’s an amazing list.”

“You’ll just have to go skinny-dipping without me,” she says, distracted.

“A lone thirty-two-year-old woman, naked in the local swimming hole.
Sounds like a good way to get arrested.”

“Seven,” she reads. “Sleep under the stars. Eight: Attend a town
function—i.e. local wedding or festival of some kind.”

I find a Sharpie in my bag and add funeral, bris, ladies’ night at the
local roller rink.

“Trying to meet a hot ER doctor, are we?” Libby says, and I scratch out
the part about the roller rink. Then I notice number nine.

Ride a horse.

“Again.” T wave vaguely toward Libby’s stomach. I cross out ride and
change it to pet, and she gives a resigned sigh.

10. Start a fire (controlled)



11. Hike???? (Worth it???)

When she was sixteen, Libby had announced she’d be following her
boyfriend out to work at Yellowstone for the summer, and Mom and I had
howled with laughter. If there was one thing all Stephens girls had in
common—aside from our love of books, vitamin-C serums, and pretty
clothes—it was our avoidance of the great outdoors. The closest we ever
came to hiking was a brisk walk in Central Park’s Ramble, and even then,
there were usually paper bowls filled with food truck waffles and ice cream
involved. Not exactly roughing it.

Needless to say, Libby dumped that guy two weeks before she was
supposed to leave.

I tap the final line on the list: Save a local business. “You do realize
we’re only here for a month.” Three weeks of just the two of us, and then
Brendan and the girls will join. We’ve gotten a steep discount by staying so
long, though how I’'ll make it past week one, I have no idea.

The last time I traveled, I went home after two days. Even letting my mind
wander toward that trip with Jakob is a mistake. I jerk my focus back to the
present. This won’t be like that. I won’t let it. I can do this, for Libby.

“They always save a local business in small-town romances,” she’s
saying. “We literally have no choice. I'm hoping for a down-on-its-luck goat
farm.”

“Ooh,” I say. “Maybe we can get the ritualistic sacrifice community to
band together in dramatic fashion to save the goats. For now, I mean.
Eventually, they’ll have to die on the altar.”

“Well, of course.” Libby takes a swig of tomato juice. “That’s the biz,
baby.”

Our taxi driver looks like Santa Claus, down to the red T-shirt and the
suspenders holding his faded jeans up. But he drives like the cigar-smoking
cabbie from Bill Murray’s Scrooged.



Little squeaks keep sneaking out of Libby when he takes a corner too fast,
and at one point, I catch her whispering promises of safety to her belly.

“Sunshine Falls, eh?” the driver asks. He has to shout, because he’s made
the unilateral decision to roll all four windows down. My hair is flapping so
violently across my face I can barely see his watery eyes in the rearview
mirror when I look up from my phone.

In the time that we were deplaning and collecting our luggage—a full
hour, despite the fact that our flight was the only arrival in the dinky airport
—the number of messages in my inbox has doubled. It looks like I just got
back from an eight-week stranding on a desert island.

Nothing makes a coterie of already neurotic authors quite so neurotic as
publishing’s annual slow season. Every delayed reply they get seems to

HATE ME?? DOES EVERYONE HATE ME???

“Yep!” I shout back to our driver. Libby has her head between her knees
now.

“You must have family in town,” he screams over the wind.

Maybe it’s the New Yorker in me, or maybe it’s the woman, but I’m not
about to announce that we don’t know anyone here, so I just say, “What
makes you say that?”

“Why else would you come here?” He laughs, whipping around a corner.

When we slow to a stop a few minutes later, it’s all I can do to keep from
bursting into applause like someone whose plane just made an emergency
landing.

Libby sits up woozily, smoothing her gleaming (miraculously untangled)
hair.

“Where . . . where are we?” I ask, looking around.

There’s nothing but shaggy, sun-blanched grass on either side of the
narrow dirt road. Ahead, it ends abruptly, and a meadow slopes upward,
riddled with sprays of yellow and purple wildflowers. A dead end.

Which begs the question: are we about to be murdered?

The driver ducks his head to peer up the slope. “Goode’s Lily Cottage,
just over that hill.”



Libby and I duck our heads too, trying to get a better look. Halfway up the
hill, a staircase appears out of nowhere. Maybe staircase is too generous a
word. Wooden slats cut a path into the grassy hillside, like a series of small
retaining walls.

Libby grimaces. “The listing did note it wasn’t wheelchair accessible.”

“Did it also mention we’d need a ski lift?”

Santa has already gotten out of the car to wrestle our luggage from the
trunk. I clamber out after him into the brilliant sunlight, the heat instantly
making my all-black travel uniform feel stiflingly thick. Where the dirt road
ends, there’s a black mailbox, Goode’s Lily Cottage painted in curly white
on it.

“There isn’t another way?” I ask. “A road that goes all the way up? My
sister’s . ..”

I swear Libby sucks in, trying to look as un-pregnant as possible. “I'm
fine,” she insists.

I briefly consider waving toward my four-inch suede heels next, but I
don’t want to give the universe the satisfaction of leaning into the cliché.

“’Fraid I can’t get you any closer,” he replies as he climbs back into the
car. “An acre or two back is Sally’s place. That’s the second-closest road,
but still a good ways further.” He holds his business card out the window. “If
you need another ride, use this number.”

Libby accepts the scrap of paper, and over her shoulder, I read: Hardy
Weatherbee, Taxi Services and Unofficial Once in a Lifetime Tours. Her
bark of laughter is lost beneath the roar of Hardy Weatherbee’s car reversing
down the road like a bat out of hell.

“Well.” She winces, hunching her shoulders. “Maybe you should take
your shoes off?”

With all our luggage, it’s going to take more than one trip, especially
because there’s no way Libby’s carrying anything heavier than my heels.

The climb is steep, the heat sweltering, but when we crest the hill and see
it, it is perfect: a winding path through shaggy, overgrown gardens to a small
white cottage, its peaked roof a lovely burnt sienna. Its windows are ancient,
single-paneled, and shutterless, and the only accent on the wall visible to us



is a pale green arc of vines painted over the first-floor window. At the back
of the house, gnarled trees press close, forest extending as far as I can see,
and off to the left, in the meadow, a gazebo twined with wild grape stands
within a smaller copse of trees. Sparkling glass-shard wind chimes and
cutesy bird feeders sway in the branches, and the path cuts past a row of
flowering bushes, curving onto a footbridge and then disappearing into the
woods on the far side.

It’s like something out of a storybook.

No, it’s like something out of Once in a Lifetime. Charming. Quaint.
Perfect.

“Oh my gosh.” Libby juts her chin toward the next few steps. “Do I have
to keep going?”

I shake my head, still catching my breath. “I could tie a bedsheet around
your ankle and drag you up.”

“What do I get if I make it to the top?”

“To make me dinner?” I say.

She laughs and loops her arm through mine, and we start up the final
steps, inhaling the softly sweet smell of warm grass. My heart swells. Things
already feel better than they have in months. It feels more us, before things
amped up with my career and Libby’s family and we fell into separate
rhythms.

In my purse, I hear my phone chime with an email and resist the urge to
check it.

“Look at you,” Libby teases, “stopping to smell the literal roses.”

“I’m not City Nora anymore,” I say, “I’m laid-back, go-with-the-flow N

»

My phone chimes again, and I glance toward my purse, still keeping pace.
It chimes twice more in quick succession, and then a third time.

I can’t take it. I stop, drop our bags, and start digging through my purse.

Libby gives me a look of wordless disapproval.

“Tomorrow,” 1 tell her, “I’ll start on being that other Nora.”



As different as we are, the second we start unpacking, it could not be more
obvious that we’re cut from the same cloth: books, skin care products, and
very fancy underwear. The Stephens Women Trifecta of Luxury, as passed
down from Mom.

“Some things never change,” Libby sighs, a wistfully happy sound that
folds over me like sunshine.

Mom’s theory was that youthful skin would make a woman more money
(true in both acting and waitressing), good underwear would make her more
confident (so far, so true), and good books would make her happy (universal
truth), and we’ve clearly both packed with this theory in mind.

Within twenty minutes, I’ve settled in, washed my face, changed into fresh
clothes, and booted up my laptop. Meanwhile, Libby put half her stuff away,
then passed out on the king bed we’re sharing, her dog-eared copy of Once in
a Lifetime facedown beside her on the quilt.

By then I’'m desperately hungry, and it takes six more minutes of googling
(the Wi-Fi is so slow, I have to use my phone as a hot spot) to confirm that
the only place that delivers here is a pizza parlor.

Cooking isn’t an option. Back home, I eat fifty percent of my meals out,
and another forty percent come from a mix of takeout and delivery.

Mom used to say New York was a great place to have no money. There’s
so much free art and beauty, so much incredible, cheap food. But having
money in New York, I remember her saying one winter as we window-
shopped on the Upper East Side, Libby and I hanging on to her gloved hands,
now that would be magical.

She never said it with bitterness, but instead with wonder, like, If things
are already this good, then how must they be when you don’t have to worry
about electric bills?

Not that she was in the acting business for the money (she was optimistic,
not deluded). Most of her income came from waitressing tips at the diner,
where she’d set me and Libby up with books or crayons for the length of her
shift, or the occasional nannying job lax enough to let her tote us along until I
was about eleven and she trusted me to stay home or at Freeman Books with
Libby, under Mrs. Freeman’s watch.



Even without money, the three of us had been so happy in those days,
wandering the city with street cart falafel or dollar pizza slices as big as our
heads, dreaming up grand futures.

Thanks to the success of Once in a Lifetime, my life has started to
resemble that imagined future.

But here, we can’t even get an order of pad thai brought to the door. We’ll
have to walk the two miles into town.

When I try to shake Libby awake, she literally cusses me out in her sleep.

“I’m hungry, Lib.” I jog her shoulder and she falls onto her side, burying
her face in a pillow.

“Bring me something back,” she grumbles.

“Don’t you want to see your favorite little hamlet?” 1 say, trying to sound
enticing. “Don’t you want to see the apothecary where Old Man Whittaker
almost overdoses?”

Without looking up, she flips me off.

“Fine,” I say. “I’ll bring you something back.”

Hair scrubbed into a blunt little ponytail, sneakers on, I take off back
down the sunny hillside toward the dirt road hemmed in by scraggly trees.

When the narrow lane finally T-bones into a proper street, I turn left,
following the curving road downward.

As with the cottage, the town comes into view all at once.

One instant, I’'m on a crumbling road on the side of a mountain, and the
next, Sunshine Falls is spread out beneath me like the set from an old
Western, tree-covered ridges jutting up at its back and an endless blue sky
domed over it.

It’s a little grayer and shabbier than it looked in pictures, but at least I
spot the stone church from Once, along with the green-and-white-striped
awning over the general store and the lemon-yellow umbrellas outside the
soda fountain.

There are a few people out, walking their dogs. An old man sits on a
green metal bench reading a newspaper. A woman waters the flower boxes
outside a hardware store, through whose window [ see exactly zero
customers.



Ahead, I spot an old white stone building on the corner, perfectly matched
to the description of Mrs. Wilder’s old lending library in Once, my favorite
setting in the book because it reminds me of rainy Saturday mornings when
Mom parked me and Libby in front of a shelf of middle grade books at
Freeman’s before hurrying across town for an audition.

When she got back, she’d take us for ice cream or for glazed pecans in
Washington Square Park. We’d walk up and down the paths, reading the
plaques on the benches, making up stories about who might’ve donated them.

Can you imagine living anywhere else? Mom used to say.

I couldn’t.

Once, in college, a group of my transplant friends had unanimously agreed
they “could never raise kids in the city,” and I was shocked. It isn’t just that I
loved growing up in the city—it’s that every time I see kids sleepily shuffling
along en masse at the Met, or setting their boom box down on the train to
break-dance for tips, or standing in awe in front of a world-class violinist
playing beneath Rockefeller Center, I think, How amazing it is to be a part
of this, to get to share this place with all these people.

And I love taking Bea and Tala to explore the city too, watching what
mesmerizes a four-and-a-half-year-old and a newly three-year-old and which
trappings of the city they walk right past, accepting as commonplace.

Mom came to New York hoping for the set of a Nora Ephron movie (my
namesake), but the real New York is so much better. Because every kind of
person is there, coexisting, sharing space and life.

Still, my love for New York doesn’t preclude me from being charmed by
Sunshine falls.

In fact, I’'m buzzing with excitement as I near the lending library. When I
peer into the dark windows, the buzzing cuts out. The white stone facade of
the building is exactly how Dusty described it, but inside, there’s nothing but
flickering TVs and neon beer signs.

It’s not like I expected the widowed Mrs. Wilder to be an actual person,
but Dusty made the lending library so vivid I was sure it was a real place.

The excitement sours, and when I think of Libby, it curdles entirely. This
is not what she’s expecting, and I’m already trying to figure out how to



manage her expectations, or at least present her with a fun consolation prize.

I pass a few empty storefronts before I reach the awning of the general
store. One glance at the windows tells me there are no racks of fresh bread
or barrels of old-fashioned candy waiting inside.

The glass panes are grimy with dust, and beyond them, what I see can
only be described as random shit. Shelves and shelves of junk. Old
computers, vacuum cleaners, box fans, dolls with ratty hair. It’s a pawnshop.
And not a well-kept one.

Before I can make eye contact with the bespectacled man hunched at the
desk, I push on until I come even with the yellow-umbrellaed patio on the far
side of the street.

At least there are signs of life there, people milling in and out, a couple
chatting with cups of coffee at one of the tables. That’s promising. Ish.

I check both ways for traffic (none) before running across the street. The
gold-embossed sign over the doors reads MUG + SHOT, and there are
people waiting inside at a counter.

I cup my hands around my eyes, trying to see through the glare on the glass
door, just as the man on the far side of it starts to swing it open.



THE MAN’'S EMERALD green eyes go wide. “Sorry!” he cries as I

swiftly sidestep the door without any damage.

It’s not often that I’m stunned into silence.

Now, though, I’m staring, silent and agog, at the most gorgeous man I’ve
ever seen.

Golden-blond hair, a square jaw, and a beard that manages to be rugged
without looking unruly. He’s brawny—the word pops into my head, supplied
by a lifetime of picking over Mom’s old Harlequin paperbacks—his (flannel)
shirt snug, the sleeves rolled up his tan forearms.

With a sheepish smile, he steps aside, holding the door for me.

I should say something.

Anything.

Oh, no, my fault! I was in the way.

I’d even settle for a strangled Hello, good sir.

Unfortunately, it’s not happening, so I cut my losses, force a smile, and
slip past him through the door, hoping I look like I know where I am and have
definitely come here on purpose.

I never loved Mom’s small-town romance novels the way Libby does, but
I’ve enjoyed enough that it shouldn’t surprise me that my next thought is, He
smells like evergreens and impending rain.

Except it does, because men don’t smell like that.

They smell like sweat, bar soap, or a little too much cologne.

But this man is mythic, the too-shiny lead in a rom-com that has you
shouting, NO DAIRY FARMER HAS THOSE ABS.



And he’s smiling at me.

Is this how it happens? Pick a small town, take a walk, meet an
impossibly good-looking stranger? Were my exes onto something?

His smile deepens (matching dimples; of course) as he nods and releases
the door.

And then I’m watching him through the window as he walks away, my
heart whirring like an overheated laptop.

When the stars in my eyes fade, I find myself not atop Mount Olympus but
in a coffee shop with exposed brick walls and old wooden floors, the smell
of espresso thick in the air. At the back of the shop, a door opens onto a
patio. The light streaming in hits a glass display case of pastries and plastic-
wrapped sandwiches, and I basically hear angels singing.

I get into line and scope out the crowd, a mix of hip, outdoorsy types in
strappy hiking sandals and people in worn-out jeans and mesh-backed hats.
Toward the front of the line, though, there’s yet another good-looking man.

Two in my first hour here. An exceptional ratio.

He’s not as striking as the door-holding Adonis, but good-looking in the
way of a mere mortal, with coarse, dark hair and a lean elegance. He’s
around my height, maybe a hair taller or shorter, dressed in a black
sweatshirt whose sleeves are pushed up and olive trousers with black shoes I
have no choice but to describe as sexy. I can only see his face in profile, but
it’s a nice profile. Full lips, slightly jutted chin, sharp nose, eyebrows
halfway between Cary Grant and Groucho Marx.

Actually, he kind of looks like Charlie Lastra.

Like, a lot like him.

The man glances sidelong at the display case, and the thought pops across
my brain like a series of bottle rockets: It’s him. It’s him. It’s him.

My stomach feels like someone tied it to a brick and threw it over a
bridge.

There’s no way. It’s weird enough that I’'m here—there’s no way he is
too.

And yet.



The longer I study him, the more unsure I am. Like when you think you
spot a celebrity in person but the longer you gawk, the more sure you become
that you’ve never actually looked at Matthew Broderick’s nose before, and
for all you can remember, he might not have one at all.

Or when you try to draw a car during a game of Pictionary and find out
you have no idea what cars look like.

The person at the front of the line pays, and the queue shifts forward, but I
duck out, tucking myself on the far side of a bookshelf filled with board
games.

If it really is Charlie, it would be mortifying for him to see me hiding here
—Ilike seeing your stodgiest teacher outside a teens-only club while wearing
a crop top and fake belly button ring (not that I had that experience [I did])—
but if it’s not, I can put this to rest easily. Maybe.

I get out my phone and open my email app, searching his name. Aside
from our first heated email exchange, there’s only one more recent message
from him, the mass email he sent with his new contact information when he
moved from Wharton House to become an editor-at-large at Loggia six
months back. I tap out a quick email to the new address.

Charlie,

New MS in the works. Trying to recall: how do you feel
about talking animals?

Nora

It’s not like I expect an out-of-office reply to detail where he’s traveling,
or what precise coffee shop he’s likely to be in, but at least I’ll know if he’s
away from work.

But my phone doesn’t beep with an auto-reply.



I peer around the shelf. The man who may or may not be my professional
nemesis slides his phone from his pocket, head bowing and lips thinning into
an unimpressed line. Only they’re still too full, so basically he’s pouting. He
types for a minute, then puts his phone away.

An honest-to-god chill slithers down my spine when my phone buzzes in
my hand.

It’s a coincidence. It has to be.

I open the reply.

Nora,

Terrified.

Charlie

The queue moves forward again. He’s next up to order. I don’t have long
to make my escape without being seen, with even less time to confirm or
dispel my fears.

Charlie,

What about Bigfoot erotica? Have some queries in my
slush pile. Good fit for you?

Nora

As soon as I hit send, I snap to my senses. Why, of all the words available
to me, is this what I said? Maybe my brain is organized by the Dewey
decimal system, but right now all the shelves seem to be on fire.



Embarrassment courses through my veins at the sudden image of Charlie
opening that email and instantly gaining the professional high ground.

The man pulls his phone out. The teenage boy in front of him has just
finished paying. The barista summons Maybe Charlie forward with a cheery
smile, but he mumbles something and steps out of line.

He’s halfway facing me now. He gives his head a firm shake, the corner
of his mouth twisting into a grimace. It’s got to be him. I’m sure of it now, but
if I run for the door, I’ll only draw his eye.

What could he possibly be doing here? My middle-class party trick tallies
him up from head to toe: five hundred dollars of neutral tones, but if he was
going for camouflage, it’s not working. He might as well be standing under a
movie-theater marquee advertising THE OUT-OF-TOWNER with an arrow
pointed straight at his peppery hair.

I face the bookshelf, putting my back to him and pretending to peruse the
games.

Considering how short, not to mention asinine, my message was, he takes
a surprisingly long time to reply.

Of course, he could be reading any number of emails other than mine.

I nearly drop my phone in my frenzy to open the next message.

No firm opinions as of yet, but extreme curiosity. Feel
free to forward to me.

I check over my shoulder. Charlie has rejoined the queue.

How many times can I keep making him get out of line? 1 wonder with a
thrill. I understand being glued to your phone when it comes to important
work-related things, but I’'m surprised the instinct runs so deep that he thinks
a message about Bigfoot erotica requires an immediate response.

I do actually have a Bigfoot erotica submission in my inbox. Sometimes
when my boss is having a rocky day, I'll do a dramatic reading from
Bigfoot’s Big Feet to cheer her up.

It would be unethical to share the manuscript outside the agency.



But the author actually included a link to his website, where a handful of
self-published novellas are available for purchase. I copy the link to one and
send it to Charlie without context.

I glance back to see him scowling down at his phone. A reply buzzes in.

This costs 99 cents. . ..........

I reply, | know—such a bargain! If my professionalism is a gel
manicure, then Charlie Lastra is apparently the industrial-grade acetone
capable of burning right through it.

I search his name on Venmo and send him ninety-nine cents. Another
email comes in a second later. He’s sent the dollar back to me, with the note,
I'm a grown man, Nora. | can buy my own Bigfoot erotica, thank you
very much.

The cashier greets him again, and this time he shoves his phone into his
pocket and steps up to order. While he’s distracted, I take my chance.

I am famished.

I am desperate to know what he’s doing here.

And I am half running toward the door.

“No freaking way!” Libby cries. We’re sitting at the rough-hewn wooden
table in the cottage, devouring the breadsticks and salads we ordered from
Antonio’s Pizza. I had to trek back down to the mailbox to collect the order
when the delivery guy said he wasn’t allowed to climb the stairs “for
insurance reasons.”

Sounds made-up, but okay.

“The guy who was so rude about Dusty’s book?” Libby clarifies.

I nod and stab a surprisingly juicy tomato in the salad, popping it into my
mouth.

“What’s he doing here?” she asks.

“I don’t know.”



“Ohmygosh,” she says, “what if he’s a Once in a Lifetime superfan?”

I snort. “I think that’s the one possibility we can rule out.”

“Maybe he’s like Old Man Whittaker in Once. Just afraid to show his true
feelings. Secretly, he loves this town. And the book. And the widowed Mrs.
Wilder.”

I’m actually unbearably curious, but we’re not going to solve the mystery
by guessing. “What do you want to do tonight?”

“Shall we consult the list?” She digs the sheet out of her bag and smooths
it on the table. “Okay, I’'m too tired for any of this.”

“Too tired?” I say. “To pet a horse and save a local business? Even after
your nap?”

“You think forty minutes is enough to make up for the three weeks of Bea
crawling into bed with us after a nightmare?”

I wince. Those girls must have an internal body temperature of at least
three hundred degrees. You can’t sleep next to them without waking up
drenched in sweat, with a tiny, adorable foot digging into your rib cage.

“You need a bigger bed,” I tell Libby, pulling my phone out to start the
search.

“Oh, please,” Libby says. “We can’t fit a bigger bed in that room. Not if
we plan on ever opening our dresser drawers.”

I feel a spark of relief right then. Because the change in Libby—the
fatigue; the strange, intangible distance—suddenly makes sense. It has a
cause, which means it has a solution.

“You need a bigger place.” Especially with Baby Number Three on the
way. One bathroom, for a family of five, is my idea of purgatory.

“We couldn’t afford a bigger place if it were parked on top of a trash
barge forty-five minutes into Jersey,” Libby says. “Last time I looked at
apartment listings, everything was like, One-bedroom, zero-bath crawl
space inside a serial killer’s wall; utilities included but you provide the
victims! And even that was outside our price range.”

I wave a hand. “Don’t worry about the money. I can help out.”

She rolls her eyes. “I don’t need your help. I am a whole adult woman.
All I need is a night in, followed by a month of rest and relaxation, okay?”



She’s always hated taking money from me, but the whole reason to have
money is to take care of us. If she won’t accept another loan, then I’ll just
have to find her an apartment she can afford. Problem halfway solved.

“Fine,” I say. “We’ll stay in. Hepburn night?”

She gives a genuine grin. “Hepburn night.”

Whenever Mom was stressed or heartbroken, she used to allow herself
one night to lean into that feeling.

She’d call it a Hepburn night. She loved Hepburn. Katharine, not Audrey,
not that she had anything against Audrey. That’s how I wound up with the
name Nora Katharine Stephens, while Libby got Elizabeth Baby Stephens,
the “Baby” part being after the leopard in Bringing Up Baby.

On Hepburn nights, the three of us would each pick out one of Mom’s
over-the-top vintage robes and curl up in front of the TV with a root beer
float and a pizza, or decaf and chocolate pie, and watch an old black-and-
white movie.

Mom would cry during her favorite scenes, and when Libby or I caught
her, she’d laugh, wiping away her tears with the back of one hand, and say,
I’m such a softy.

I loved those nights. They taught me that heartbreak, like most things, was
a solvable puzzle. A checklist could guide a person through mourning. There
was an actionable plan for moving on. Mom mastered that, but never quite
got to the next step: weeding out the assholes.

Married men. Men who didn’t want to be stepfathers. Men who had
absolutely no money, or who had lots of money and family members all too
willing to whisper gold digger.

Men who didn’t understand her aspirations to be on stage, and men who
were too insecure to share the spotlight.

She was saddled with kids when she was little more than one herself, but
even after everything she went through, she kept her heart open. She was an
optimist and a romantic, just like Libby. I expected my sister to fall in love a
dozen times over, be swept off her feet over and over again for decades, but
instead she fell in love with Brendan at twenty and settled down.



I, meanwhile, had approximately one romantic bone in my body, and once
it shattered and I pinned myself back together, I developed a rigorous vetting
process for dating. So neither Libby nor I have need for our old-fashioned
Hepburn nights. Now they’re an excuse to be lazy, and a way to feel close to
Mom.

It’s only six o’clock, but we change into our pajamas—including our silk
robes. We drag the blankets off the bed in the loft and down the iron spiral
staircase to the couch and pop in the first DVD from the Best of Katharine
Hepburn box set Libby brought with her.

I find two speckled blue mugs in the cabinet and put the kettle on for tea,
and then we sink into the couch to watch Philadelphia Story, matching
charcoal sheet masks plastered to our faces. My sister’s head drops against
my shoulder, and she heaves a happy sigh. “This was a good idea,” she says.

My heart twinges. In a few hours, when I’m lying in an unfamiliar bed,
sleep nowhere to be found—or tomorrow, when Libby sees the lackluster
town square for the first time—my feelings might change, but right now, all is
right in the world.

Anything broken can be fixed. Any problem can be solved.

When she drifts off, I pull my phone from my robe and type out an email,
bcc’ing every real estate agent, landlord, and building manager I know.

You are in control, 1 tell myself. You won’t let anything bad happen to
her ever again.

My phone chirps with a new email around ten p.m.

Ever since Libby shuffled up to bed an hour ago, I’ve been sitting on the
back deck, willing myself to feel tired and nursing a glass of the velvety
pinot Sally Goode, the cottage’s owner, left for us.

At home I’m a night owl. When I’m away, I’'m more like an insomniac
who just mixed a bunch of cocaine into some Red Bull and took a spin on a
mechanical bull. I tried to work, but the Wi-Fi’s so bad that my laptop is a
glorified paperweight, so instead I’ve been staring into the dark woods
beyond the deck, watching fireflies pop in and out of view.



I’m hoping to find a message from one of the real estate agents I reached
out to. Instead CHARLIE LASTRA is bolded at the top of my inbox. I tap the
message open and barely avoid a spit take.

| would have preferred to go my whole life without
knowing this book existed, Stephens.

Even to my own ears, my cackle sounds like an evil stepmother. You
bought the Bigfoot erotica?

Charlie replies, Business expense.

Please tell me you charged it to a Loggia credit card.

This one takes place at Christmas, he writes. There's one for every
holiday.

I take another sip, contemplating my reply. Possibly something like Drink
any interesting coffee lately?

Maybe Libby’s right: Maybe Charlie Lastra was secretly as charmed as
the rest of America by Dusty’s portrayal of Sunshine Falls and planned a
visit during publishing’s annual late-summer hibernation. I can’t bring myself
to broach the subject.

Instead, I write, What page are you on?

Three, he says. And | already need an exorcism.

Yes, but that has nothing to do with the book. Again, as soon as I’ve
sent it, I have to marvel-slash-panic at my own unprofessionalism. Over the
years, I’ve developed a finely tuned filter—with pretty much everyone
except Libby—but Charlie always manages to disarm it, to press the exact
right button to open the gate and let my thoughts charge out like velociraptors.

For example, when Charlie replies, I'll admit it's a master class in
pacing. Otherwise | remain unimpressed, my instant reaction is to type,
“Otherwise | remain unimpressed” is what they’ll put on your
headstone.

I don’t even have the thought I shouldn’t send this until I already have.



On yours, he replies, they’'ll put “Here lies Nora Stephens, whose
taste was often exceptional and occasionally disturbing.”

Don’t judge me based on the Christmas novella, I reply. | haven't
read it.

Would never judge you on Bigfoot porn, Charlie says. Would entirely
judge you for preferring Once in a Lifetime to The Glory of Small Things.

The wine has slipped one Jenga piece too many loose from my brain: I
write, IT'S NOT A BAD BOOK!

“IT'S NOT A BAD BOOK.” —Nora Stephens, Charlie replies. | think |
remember seeing that endorsement on the cover.

Admit you don't think it's bad, I demand.

Only if you admit you don't think it's her best either, he says.

I stare at the screen’s harsh glow. Moths keep darting in front of it, and in
the woods, I can hear cicadas humming, an owl hooting. The air is sticky and
hot, even this long after the sun has sunk behind the trees.

Dusty is so ridiculously talented, I type. She’s incapable of writing a
bad book. I think for a moment before continuing: I've worked with her for
years, and she does best with positive reinforcement. | don’t concern
myself with what's not working in her books. | focus on what she’s
great at. Which is how Dusty’s editor was able to take Once from good to
outrageously unputdownable. That’s the thing that makes working on a book
exciting: seeing its raw potential, knowing what it’s trying to become.

Charlie replies, Says the woman they call the Shark.

I scoff. No one calls me that. I don’t think.

Says the man they call the Storm Cloud.

Do they? he asks.

Sometimes, I write. Of course, | would never. I'm far too polite.

Of course, he says. That's what sharks are known for: manners.

I’m too curious to let it go. Do they really call me that?

Editors, he writes back, are terrified of you.

Not so scared they won't buy my authors’ books, I counter.



So scared they wouldn't if the books were any less fucking
fantastic.

My cheeks warm with pride. It’s not like I wrote the books he’s talking
about—all I do is recognize them. And make editorial suggestions. And
figure out which editors to send them to. And negotiate the contract so the
author gets the best deal possible. And hold the author’s hand when they get
edit letters the size of Tolstoy novels, and talk them down when they call me
crying. Et cetera.

Do you think, I type back, it has anything to do with my tiny eyes and
gigantic gray head? Then I shoot off another email clarifying, The
nickname, | mean.

Pretty sure it's your bloodlust, he says.

I huff. | wouldn't call it bloodlust. | don’t revel in exsanguination. | do
it for my clients.

Sure, I have some clients who are sharks themselves—eager to fire off
accusatory emails when they feel neglected by their publishers— but most of
them are more likely to get steamrolled, or to keep their complaints to
themselves until their resentment boils over and they self-destruct in
spectacular fashion.

This might be the first I’'m hearing of my nickname, but Amy, my boss,
calls my agenting approach smiling with knives, so it’s not a total shock.

They're lucky to have you, Charlie writes. Dusty especially. Anyone
who'd go to bat for a “not bad” book is a saint.

Indignation flames through me. And anyone who'd miss that book’s
obvious potential is arguably incompetent.

For the first time, he doesn’t respond right away. I tip my head back,
groaning at the (alarmingly starry; is this the first time I’ve looked up?) sky
as I try to figure out how—or whether—to backtrack.

A prick draws my gaze to my thigh, and I slap away a mosquito, only to
catch two more landing on my arm. Gross. I fold up my laptop and carry it
inside, along with my books, phone, and mostly empty wineglass.

As I’m tidying up, my phone pings with Charlie’s reply.



It wasn't personal, he says, then another message comes in. I've been
known to be too blunt. Apparently | don't make the best first
impression.

And |, I reply, am actually known to be very punctual. You caught me
on a bad day.

What do you mean? he asks.

That lunch, I say. That was how it all started, wasn’t it? I was late, so he
was rude, so I was rude back, so he hated me, so I hated him, and so on and
so forth.

He doesn’t need to know I’d just gotten dumped in a four-minute phone
call, but it seems worth mentioning those were extenuating circumstances. |'d

just gotten some bad news. That's why | was late.

He doesn’t reply for a full five minutes. Which is annoying, because I'm
not in the habit of having real-time conversations over email, and of course
he could just stop replying at any moment and go to bed, while I’ll still be
here, staring at a wall, wide awake.

If T had my Peloton, I could burn off some of this energy.

| didn’t care that you were late, he says finally.

You looked at your watch. Pointedly, I write back. And said, if |
recall, “You're late.”

| was trying to figure out if | could catch a flight, Charlie replies.

Did you make it? I ask.

No, he says. Got distracted by two gin martinis and a platinum blond
shark who wanted me dead.

Not dead, I say. Lightly mauled, maybe, but | would've stayed away
from your face.

Didn’t realize you were a fan, he writes.

A zing goes down my spine and right back up it, like my top vertebrae just
touched a live wire. Is he flirting? Am I? I’'m bored, yes, but not that bored.
Never that bored.



I deflect with, Just trying to watch out for your eyebrows. If anything
happened to those things, it would change your entire stormy scowl,
and you'd need a new nickname.

If | lost my eyebrows, he says, somehow | think there would be no
shortage of new nicknames available to me. I'm guessing you'd have
some suggestions.

I'd need time to think, I say. Wouldn't want to make any rash
decisions.

No, of course not, he replies. Seconds later, another line follows. I'll let
you get back to your night.

And you to your Bigfoot novella, I type, then backspace and force
myself to leave the message unanswered.

I shake my head, trying to clear the image of growly Charlie Lastra
scowling at his e-reader in a hotel somewhere nearby, his frown deepening
whenever he reaches something salacious.

But that image, it seems, is all my brain wants to dwell on. Tonight when
I’m lying in bed, wide awake and trying to convince myself the world won’t
end if I drift off, this is what I’ll come back to, my own mental happy place.



WAKE, HEART RACING, skin cold and damp. My eyes snap open on a
dark room, jumping from an unfamiliar door to the outline of a window to
the snoring lump beside me.

Libby. The relief is intense and immediate, an ice bucket dumped over me
all at once. The whirring of my heart starts its signature post-nightmare
cooldown.

Libby is here. Everything must be okay.

I piece together my surroundings.

Goode’s Lily Cottage, Sunshine Falls, North Carolina.

It was only the nightmare.

Maybe nightmare isn’t the right word. The dream itself is nice, until the
end.

It starts with me and Libby coming into the old apartment, setting down
keys and bags. Sometimes Bea and Tala are with us, or Brendan, smiling
good-naturedly while we fill up every gap with frantic chatter.

This time, it’s just the two of us.

We’re laughing about something—a play we just saw. Newsies, maybe.
From dream to dream, those details change, and as soon as I sit up, breathing
hard in the dark of this unfamiliar room, they fritter off like petals on a
breeze.

What remains is the deep ache, the yawning canyon.

The dream goes like this:

Libby tosses her keys into the bowl by the door. Mom looks up from the
table in the kitchenette, legs curled under her, nightgown pulled over them.



“Hey, Mama,” Libby says, walking right past her toward our room, the
one we shared when we were kids.

“My sweet girls!” Mom cries, and I bend to sweep a kiss across her
cheek on my way to the fridge. I make it all the way there before the chill sets
in. The feeling of wrongness.

I turn and look at her, my beautiful mother. She’s gone back to reading, but
when she catches me staring, she breaks into a puzzled smile. “What?”

I feel tears in my eyes. That should be the first sign that I’'m dreaming—I
never cry in real life—but I never notice this incongruity.

She looks the same, not a day older. Like springtime incarnate, the kind of
warmth your skin gulps down after a long winter.

She doesn’t seem surprised to see us, only amused, and then concerned.
“Nora?”

I go toward her, wrap my arms around her, and hold tight. She circles me
in hers too, her lemon-lavender scent settling over me like a blanket. Her
glossy strawberry waves fall across my shoulders as she runs a hand over the
back of my head.

“Hey, sweet girl,” she says. “What’s wrong? Let it out.”

She doesn’t remember that she’s gone.

I’m the only one who knows she doesn’t belong. We walked in the door,
and she was there, and it felt so right, so natural, that none of us noticed it
right away.

“I’ll make tea,” Mom says, wiping my tears away. She stands and walks
past me, and I know before I turn that when I do, she won’t be there anymore.

I let her out of my sight, and now she’s gone. I can never stop myself from
looking. From turning to the quiet, still room, feeling that painful emptiness in
my chest like she’s been carved out of me.

And that’s when I wake up. Like if she can’t be there, there’s no point in
dreaming at all.

I check the alarm clock on the bedside table. It’s not quite six, and I didn’t
fall asleep until after three. Even with my sister’s snores shivering through
the bed, the house was too quiet. Crickets chirped and cicadas sang in a
steady rhythm, but I missed the one-off honk of an annoyed cabdriver, or the



sirens of a fire truck rushing past. Even the drunk guys shouting from opposite
sides of the street as they headed home after a night of barhopping.

Eventually, I downloaded an app that plays cityscape sounds and set it in
the windowsill, turning it up slowly so it wouldn’t jar Libby awake. Only
once I’d reached full volume did I drift off.

But I'm wide awake now.

My pang of homesickness for my mother rapidly shape-shifts into longing
for my Peloton.

I am a parody of myself.

I pull on a sports bra and leggings and trip downstairs, then tug on my
sneakers and step out into the cool darkness of morning.

Mist hovers across the meadow, and in the distance, through the trees, the
first sprays of purply pinks stretch along the horizon. As I cross the dewy
grass toward the footbridge, I lift my arms over my head, stretching to each
side before picking up my pace.

On the far side of the footbridge, the path winds into the woods, and I
break into an easy jog, the air’s moisture pooling in all my creases.
Gradually, the post-dream ache starts to ease.

Sometimes, it feels like no matter how many years pass, when I first wake
up, I’'m newly orphaned.

Technically, I guess we’re not orphans. When Libby got pregnant the first
time, she and Brendan hired a private investigator to find our father. When he
did, Libby mailed dear old Dad a baby shower invitation. She never heard
back, of course. I don’t know what she expected from a man who couldn’t be
bothered to show up to his own kid’s birth.

He left Mom when she was pregnant with Libby, without so much as a
note.

Sure, he also left a ten-thousand-dollar check, but to hear Mom tell it, he
came from so much money that that was his idea of petty change.

They’d been high school sweethearts. She was a sheltered, homeschooled
girl with no money and dreams of moving to New York to become an actress;
he was the wealthy prep school boy who impregnated her at seventeen. His
parents wanted Mom to terminate the pregnancy; hers wanted them to get



married. They compromised by doing neither. When they moved in together,
both sets of parents cut them off, but his turned over his inheritance as a
parting gift, a sliver of which he’d bequeathed to us on his way out the door.

She used the nest egg to move us from Philly to New York and never
looked back.

I push the thoughts away and lose myself in the delicious burn of my
muscles, the thudding of my feet against pine-needle-dusted earth. The only
two ways I’ve ever managed to get out of my head are through reading and
rigorous exercise. With either, I can slip out of my mind and drift in this
bodiless dark.

The trail curves down a forested hillside, then turns to follow a split-rail
fence, beyond which a pasture stretches out, glowing in the first spears of
light, the horses dotting the field backlit, their tails swishing at the gnats and
flies that float and glimmer in the air like gold dust.

There’s a man out there too. When he sees me, he lifts a hand in greeting.

I squint against the fierce light, my stomach rising as I place him as the
coffee shop Adonis. The small-town leading man.

Do I slow down?

Is he going to come over here?

Should I call out and introduce myself?

Instead I choose a fourth option: I trip over a root and go sprawling in the
mud, my hand landing squarely in something that appears to be poop. A lot of
it. Like, maybe a whole family of deer has specifically marked this spot as
their shit palace.

I clamber onto my feet, gaze snapping toward Romance Novel Hero to
find that he’s missed my dramatic performance. He’s looking at (talking to?)
one of the horses.

For a second, I contemplate calling out to him. I play the fantasy out to its
logical conclusion, this gloriously handsome man reaching to shake my hand,
only to find my palm thoroughly smeared with deer pellets.

I shudder and turn down the path, picking up my jog.

If, eventually, I meet the exceptionally handsome horse whisperer, then
great, maybe I can make progress on the list and check off number five. If



not . . . well, at least I have my dignity.

I brush a strand of hair out of my face, only to realize I’ve used the scat-
hand.

Scratch that part about dignity.

“I forgot how peaceful it is grocery shopping without a four-year-old, like,
lying on the ground and licking the tile,” Libby sighs, moseying down the
toiletries aisle like an aristocrat taking a turn about the garden in Regency-
era England.

“And all the space—the space,” 1 say, far more enthusiastically than I
feel. I’ve been able to forestall Libby seeing the droopy city center of
Sunshine Falls by insisting on having Hardy drive us to the Publix a few
towns over, but I’'m still in preemptive damage-control mode, as evidenced
by the fifteen minutes I spent pointing out various trees on the ride over.

Libby stops in front of the boxed dyes, a brilliant smile overtaking her
face. “Hey, we should choose each other’s makeover looks! Like hair color
and cut, I mean.”

“I’m not cutting my hair,” I say.

“Of course you’re not,” she says. “I am.”

“Actually, you’re not.”

She frowns. “It’s on the list, Sissy,” she says. “How else are we supposed
to transform via montage into our new selves? It’ll be fine. I cut the girls’
hair all the time.”

“That explains Tala’s Dorothy Hamill phase.”

Libby smacks me in the boob, which is completely unfair, because you
can’t hit a pregnant lady’s boob, even if she’s your little sister.

“Do you really have the emotional resilience to leave a checklist
unchecked?” she says.

Something in me twitches.

I really do fucking love a checklist.

She pokes me in the ribs. “Come on! Live a little! This will be fun! It’s
why we’re here.”



It is decidedly not why I’m here. But the reason I’m here is standing right
in front of me, a melodramatic lower lip jutted out, and all I can think about
is the month ahead of us, marooned in a town that’s nothing like the one she’s
expecting.

And even aside from that, historically, Libby’s crises can be tracked by
dramatic changes in appearance. As a kid, she never changed her hair color
—Mom made a big deal about how rare and striking Lib’s strawberry blond
waves were—but Libby showed up to her own wedding with a pixie cut she
hadn’t had the night before. A couple days later, she finally opened up to me
about it, admitted she’d had a burst of cold-feet-bordering-on-terror and
needed to make another dramatic (though less permanent) decision to work
through it.

I personally would’ve gone with a color-coded pro-con list, but to each
her own.

The point is, Libby’s clearly reckoning with the arrival of this new baby
and what it will mean for her and Brendan’s already strained finances and
tight quarters. If I push her to talk about it now, she’ll clam up. But if I ride it
out with her, she’ll talk about it when she’s ready. That aching, pulsing space
between us will be sealed shut, a phantom limb made whole again.

That’s why I’m here. That’s what I want. Badly enough that I’1l shave my
head if that’s what it takes (then order a very expensive wig).

“Okay,” I relent. “Let’s get made over.”

Libby lets out a squeal of happiness and pushes up on her tiptoes to kiss
my forehead. “I know exactly what color you’re getting,” she says. “Now
turn around, and don’t peek.”

I make a mental note to schedule a hair appointment for the day I fly home
to New York.

By the time we return to the cottage that afternoon, the sun is high in the
cloudless blue sky, and as we hike the hillside, sweat gathers in every
inconvenient place, but Libby chatters along, unbothered. “I’'m so curious
what color you picked for me,” she says.

“No color,” I reply. “We’re just going to shave your head.”



She squints through the light, her freckled nose wrinkling. “When will you
learn that you’re so bad at lying that it’s not worth even trying?”

Inside, she sits me down in a kitchen chair and slathers my hair in dye.
Then I do the same, neither of us showing our hand. At the time, I felt so
confident in my choice, but seeing how eye-burningly vibrant the color looks
caked over her head, I’m less sure.

Once our timers are set, Libby starts on brunch.

She’s been a vegetarian since she was little, and after Mom died, I
became one too, by default. Financially, it didn’t make sense to buy two
different versions of everything. Also, meat’s expensive. From a purely
mathematical standpoint, vegetarianism made sense for two newly orphaned
girls of twenty and sixteen.

Even after Libby moved in with Brendan, it stuck. During her aspiring-
chef phase, she won him over to a plant-based diet. So while it’s tempeh
frying in the pan beside the eggs she’s scrambling for us, it smells like bacon.
Or at least enough like bacon to appeal to someone who hasn’t had the real
thing in ten years.

When the timer goes off, Libby shoos me off to rinse, warning me not to
look in the mirror “or else.”

Because I’m so bad at lying, I follow her orders, then take over the job of
transferring brunch into the oven to keep warm while she rinses her dye.

With her hair wrapped in a towel, she takes me onto the deck to trim
mine. Every few seconds, she makes an inauspicious “huh” sound.

“Really instilling confidence in me, Libby,” I say.

She snips some more at the front of my face. “It’s going to be fine.”

It sounds a little too much like she’s giving herself a pep talk for my
liking. After I’ve chopped her hair into a long bob—most of it air-dried by
now—we go inside for the big reveal.

After matching deep breaths, preparing our egos for a humbling, we step
in front of the bathroom mirror together and take it in.

She’s given me feathery bangs somewhere between fringe and curtain, and
somehow they make the ash-brown color read more Laurel Canyon free spirit
than dirty dishwater.



“You really are sickeningly good at everything, you know that, right?” I
say.

Libby doesn’t reply, and when my gaze cuts toward hers, a weight
plummets through me. She’s staring at the reflection of her Pepto-Bismol-
pink waves with tears welling in her eyes.

Shit. A huge and obvious misfire. Libby may generally favor a bold look,
but I forgot to factor in how pregnancy tends to affect her self-image.

“It’ll start rinsing out in a few washes!” I say. “Or we can go back to the
store and get a different color? Or find a good salon in Asheville—my treat.
Really, this is an easy fix, Lib.”

The tears are reaching their breaking point now, ready to fall.

“I just remembered you begging Mom to let you get pink hair when you
were in ninth grade,” T go on. “Remember? She wouldn’t let you, and you
went on that hunger strike until she said you could do dip-dye?”

Libby turns to me, lip quivering. I have a split second to wonder if she’s
about to attack me before her arms fling around my neck, her face burying
into the side of my head. “I love it, Sissy,” she says, her sweet lemon-
lavender scent engul fing me.

The roaring panic-storm settles in me. The tension dissolves from my
shoulders. “I’m so glad,” I say, hugging her back. “And you really did an
amazing job. I mean, I’m not sure what would ever possess a person to
choose this color, but you made it work.”

She pulls back, frowning. “It’s as close to your natural color as I could
find. I always loved your hair when we were kids.”

My heart squeezes tight, the back of my nose tingling like there’s too much
of something building in my skull and it’s starting to seep out.

“Oh no,” she says, looking back into the mirror. “It just occurred to me:
what am I supposed to say when Bea and Tala ask to dye theirs into unicorn
tails? Or shave their heads entirely?”

“You say no,” I say. “And then, the next time I’'m babysitting, I’'ll hand
over the dye and clippers. Afterward I’ll teach them how to roll a joint, like
the sexy, cool, fun aunt I am.”



Libby snorts. “You wish you knew how to roll a joint. God, I miss weed.
The maternity books never prepare you for how badly you’re going to miss
weed.”

“Sounds like there’s a hole in the market,” I say. “I’ll keep an eye out.”

“The Pothead’s Guide to Pregnancy,” Libby says.

“Marijuana Mommy,” 1 reply.

“And its companion, Doobie Daddies.”

“You know,” I say, “if you ever need to complain about your lack of
weed, or pregnancy—or anything else—I’m here. Always.”

“Yep,” she says, eyes back on her reflection, fingers back in her hair. “I
know.”



I\/l Y PHONE BUZZES with an incoming email, and Charlie’s name is

bolded across the screen. The words distracted by two gin martinis
and a platinum blond shark flash across my mind like a casino’s neon sign,
part thrill, part warning.

| don’t want my work email to get flagged, but there are
so many excerpts of this book | can’'t unread. 'min a
horror movie and | won't be freed of this curse until I've
inflicted it on someone else.

Technically, Charlie already has my phone number from my email
signature; the question is whether to invite him to use it.

Pro: Maybe there’d be a natural opening to mention I’m in Sunshine Falls,
thus lowering the risk of an awkward run-in.

Con: Do I really want my professional nemesis texting me Bigfoot
erotica?

Pro: Yes I do. I’'m curious by nature, and at least this way, the exchange of
information is happening over private channels rather than professional ones.

I type out my phone number and hit send.

By then it’s time for my check-in call with Dusty, a twenty-minute
conversation that might as well just be me playing jock jams and running
circles around her, chanting her name. I throw the word genius out a half
dozen times, and by the time we hang up, I’ve convinced her to turn in the



first chunk of her next book—even if it’s rough—so her editor, Sharon, can
get started while Dusty finishes writing,

Afterward, I rejoin Libby where she’s primping in the bathroom, curling
her freshly pink hair into soft ringlets. “Let’s walk to dinner,” she says. “My
neck is sore from that last cab ride. Also it made me pee myself.”

“I remember,” I say. “It made you pee me too.”

She glances over my outfit. “You sure you want to wear those shoes?”

I’ve paired my black backless sheath with black mules, my widest heels.
She’s in a daisy-print sundress from the nineties and white sandals.

“If you offer to lend me your Crocs again, I’m going to sue you for
emotional damages.”

She balks. “After that comment, you don’t deserve my Crocs.”

On the hike down the hillside, I attempt to hide my struggle, but based on
Libby’s gleeful smirk, she definitely notices that my heels keep puncturing the
grass and spiking me into place.

The sun has gone down, but it’s still oppressively hot, and the mosquito
population is raging. I’'m used to rats—most run away at the sight of a person,
and the rest basically just hold out tiny hats to beg for bits of pizza.
Mosquitoes are worse. I’ve got six new red welts by the time we reach the
edge of the town square.

Libby hasn’t gotten bitten once. She bats her lashes. “I must be too sweet
for them.”

“Or maybe you’re pregnant with the Antichrist and they recognize you as
their queen.”

She nods thoughtfully. “I could use the excitement, I guess.” She pauses at
the very empty crosswalk and scans the equally desolate city center, her
mouth shrinking as she considers it. “Huh,” she says finally. “It’s . . . sleepier
than I expected.”

“Sleepy is good, right?” I say, a bit too eagerly. “Sleepy means relaxing.”

“Right.” She sort of shakes herself, and her smile returns. “Exactly. That’s
why we’re here.” She looks more quizzical than devastated when we pass
the general-store-turned-pawnshop, and I make a big deal of pointing out
Mug + Shot to distract her.



“It smelled amazing,” 1 insist. “We’ll have to go tomorrow.”

She brightens further, like she’s on a dimmer switch powered by my
optimism. And if that’s the case, I’m prepared to be optimistic as hell.

Next, we pass a beauty parlor. (“Okay, definitely should’ve just gotten our
hair cut here,” Libby says, though I silently disagree, based on the dripping-
blood-style letters on the sign and the fact that they spell out Curl Up N Dye.)
After a couple more empty storefronts, there’s a greasy-spoon diner, another
dive bar, and a bookshop (which we pledge to return to, despite its dusty and
lackluster window display). At the end of the block, there’s a big wooden
building with rusty metal letters reading, mysteriously, POPPA SQUAT.

By then, Libby’s distracted by her phone, texting Brendan as she shuffles
along beside me. She’s still smiling, but it’s a rigid expression, and it almost
looks like she’s on the verge of tears. Her stomach is growling and her face
is pink from the heat, and I can imagine her texts are something along the
lines of Maybe this whole thing was a mistake, and a sudden desperation
swells in me. I need to turn this around, fast, starting with finding food.

I stop abruptly beside the wooden building and peer into its tinted
windows. Without looking up from her phone, Libby asks, “Are you spying
on someone?”

“I’m looking into the window of Poppa Squat’s.”

Her eyes lift slowly. “What . . . the hell . . . is a poppa squat?”

“Well . . .” I point up at the sign. “It’s either a very large public bathroom
or a bar and grill.”

“WHY?” Libby screams in a mix of delight and dismay, any remnant of
her disappointment vanishing. “Why does that exist?!” She plasters herself
against the dark window, trying to see in.

“I have no answers for you, Libby.” I sidestep to haul one of the heavy
wooden doors open. “Sometimes the world is a cruel, mysterious place.
Sometimes people become warped, twisted, so ill at a soul level that they
would name a dining establishment—"

“Welcome to Poppa Squat!” a curly-haired waif of a hostess says. “How
many are in your party?”

“Two, but we’re eating for five,” Libby says.



“Oh, congratulations!” the hostess says brightly, eyeing each of our
stomachs whilst trying to perform an invisible math problem.

“I don’t even know this woman,” I say, tipping my head toward Libby.
“She’s just been following me for three blocks.”

“Okay, rude,” my sister says. “It’s been much more than three blocks—it’s
like you don’t even see me.”

The hostess seems uncertain.

I cough. “Two, please.”

She hesitantly waves toward the bar. “Well, our bar is full-service, but if
you’d like a table . . .”

“The bar’s fine,” Libby assures her. The hostess hands us each a menu
that’s about . . . oh, forty pages too long, and we slide onto pleather-topped
stools, setting our purses on the sticky bar and scanning our surroundings in a
silence driven by either shock or awe.

This place looks like a Cracker Barrel had a baby with a honky-tonk, and
now that baby is a teenager who doesn’t shower enough and chews on his
sweatshirt sleeves.

The floors and walls alike are dark, mismatched wooden planks, and the
ceiling is corrugated metal. Pictures of local sports teams are framed
alongside HOME IS WHERE THE FOOD IS needlepoints and glowing
Coors signs. The bar runs along the left side of the restaurant, and in one
corner a couple of pool tables are gathered, while in the corner opposite, a
jukebox sits beside a shallow stage. There are more people in this one
building than I've seen in the rest of Sunshine Falls combined, but still, the
place manages to look desolate.

I flip open the menu and start to peruse. Easily thirty percent of the listed
items are just various deep-fried things. You name it, Poppa Squat can fry it.

The bartender, a preternaturally gorgeous woman with thick, dark waves
and a handful of constellation tattoos on her arms comes to stand in front of
me, her hands braced against the bar. “What can I get you?”

Like the coffee shop/horse farm guy, she looks less like a bartender than
like someone who would play a bartender on a sexy soap opera.

What’s in the water here?



“Dirty martini,” I tell her. “Gin.”

“Soda water and lime, please,” Libby says.

The bartender moves off, and I go back to skimming page five of the
menu. I’ve made it to salads. Or at least that’s what they’re calling them,
though if you put ranch dressing and Doritos on a bed of lettuce, I think
you’re taking liberties with the word.

When the bartender returns, I try to order the Greek.

She winces. “You sure?”

“Not anymore.”

“We’re not known for our salads,” she explains.

“What are you known for?”

She waves a hand toward the glowing Coors Light sign behind her
shoulder.

“What are you known for, with regard to food?” I clarify.

She says, “To be known isn’t necessarily to be admired.”

“What do you recommend,” Libby tries, “other than Coors?”

“The fries are good,” she says. “Burger’s okay.”

“Veggie burger?” I ask.

She purses her lips. “It won’t kill you.”

“Sounds perfect,” I say. “I’ll have one of those, and some fries.”

“Same,” Libby adds.

Despite her insistence that the burger won’t kill us, the bartender’s shrug
reads, Your funeral, bitches!

Libby seems totally fine, happy even, but there’s still a kernel of anxiety
in my gut, and I accidentally drink my entire martini before our food arrives.
I’m tipsy enough that everything’s taking me longer than it should. Libby
scarfs her burger down and hops up to use the bathroom before I’ve made a
dent in mine.

My phone vibrates on the sticky counter, and I’m one hundred percent
expecting it to be Charlie.

It’s a zillion times better.

Dusty has finally turned in part of her manuscript, and not a minute too
soon—her editor goes out on maternity leave in a month.



Thank you all so much for your patience—I know this
schedule hasn’t been ideal for you, but it means so
much that you trust me enough to let me work in the
way that serves me best. | have a complete first draft,
but have only had a chance to clean and tighten this first
bit. | hope to have several more chapters to you within
the week, but hopefully this gives you an idea of what to
expect.

I tap open the attached document, titled Frigid 1.0.

It starts with Chapter One. Always a good sign that an author hasn’t gone
full Jack-Torrance-locked-up-with-his-typewriter-in-the-Overlook. 1 resist
the urge to scroll through to the end, a tic I’ve had since I was a kid, when I
realized there were too many books in the world and not enough time. I’ve
always used it as a litmus test for whether I want to read a book or not, but
given that this is a client’s work, I’'m going be reading the whole thing no
matter what.

So instead my eyes skim over the first line, and it hits like a gut punch.

They called her the Shark.

“What the fuck,” I say. An older man at the end of the bar jerks his head
up from his watery soup and scowls. “Sorry,” I grumble, and train my eyes
on the screen again.

They called her the Shark, but she didn’t mind. The name fit.
For one thing, sharks could only swim forward. As a rule,
Nadine Winters never looked back. Her life was predicated on
rules, many of which served to ease her conscience.

If she looked back, she’d see the trail of blood. Moving
forward, all there was to think about was hunger.

And Nadine Winters was hungry.



For a minute I’m actually hoping to discover that Nadine Winters is a
literal shark. That Dusty has written the talking-animal story of Charlie
Lastra’s nightmares. But four lines down, a word jumps out as if, rather than
Times New Roman, it’s written in Curl Up N Dye’s bloodcurdling font.

AGENT.

Dusty’s main character, the Shark, is an agent.

I backtrack to the word right before it. Film.

Film agent. Not literary agent. The differentiation does nothing to loosen
the knot in my chest, or to quiet the rush of blood in my ears.

Unlike me, Nadine Winters has jet-black hair and blunt bangs.

Like me, she only skips heels when she’s working out.

Unlike me, she takes Krav Maga every morning instead of virtual classes
on her Peloton.

Like me, she orders a salad with goat cheese every time she eats out with
a client and drinks her gin martinis dirty—never more than one. She hates any
loss of control.

Like me, she never leaves the house without a full face of makeup and
gets bimonthly manicures.

Like me, she sleeps with her phone next to her bed, sound turned to full
volume.

Like me, she often forgets to say hello at the start of her conversations and
skips goodbye at the end.

Like me, she has money but doesn’t enjoy spending it and would rather
scroll through Net-A-Porter, filling up her cart for hours, then leave it that
way until everything sells out.

Nadine didn’t enjoy most things, Dusty writes. Enjoyment was beside
the point of life. As far as she could tell, staying alive was the point, and
that required money and survival instincts.

My face burns hotter with every page.

The chapter ends with Nadine walking into the office right in time to see
her two assistants giddily celebrating something. With a cutting glare, she
says, “What?”

Her assistant announces she’s pregnant.



Nadine smiles like the shark she is, says congratulations, then goes into
her office, where she starts thinking through all the reasons she should fire
Stacey the pregnant assistant. She doesn’t approve of distractions, and that’s
what pregnancy is.

Nadine doesn’t deviate from plans. She doesn’t make exceptions to rules.
She lives life by a strict code, and there’s no room for anyone who doesn’t
meet it.

In short, she is a puppy-kicking, kitten-hating, money-driven robot. (The
puppy-kicking is implied, but give it a few more chapters, and it might
become canon.)

As soon as I finish reading, I start over, trying to convince myself that
Nadine—a woman who makes Miranda Priestly look like Snow White—
isn’t me.

The third read through is the worst of all. Because this is when I accept
that it’s good.

One chapter, ten pages, but it works.

I stand woozily and head toward the dark nook where the bathrooms are,
rereading as I go. I need Libby now. I need someone who knows me, who
loves me, to tell me this is all wrong.

I should’ve been looking where I was going.

I shouldn’t have worn such high heels, or had a martini on an empty
stomach, or been reading a book that’s giving me a surreal out-of-body
experience.

Because some combination of those poor decisions leads to me barreling
into someone. And we’re not talking a casual Oh, I clipped you on the
shoulder—how adorably clumsy I am! We’re talking “Holy shit! My nose!”

Which is what I hear in the moment that my ankles wobble, my balance is
thrown off, and my gaze snaps up to a face belonging to none other than
Charlie Lastra.

Right as I go down like a sack of potatoes.



< HARLIE CATCHES MY forearms before I can tumble all the way

down, steadying me as the words “What the hell?” fly out of him.

After the pain and shock comes recognition, followed swiftly by
confusion.

“Nora Stephens.” My name sounds like a swear.

He gapes at me; I gape back.

I blurt, “I’m on vacation!”

His confusion deepens.

“I'just. .. I’m not stalking you.”

His eyebrows furrow. “Okay?”

“I’'mnot.”

He releases my forearms. “More convincing every time you say it.”

“My sister wanted to take a trip here,” I say, “because she loves Once in
a Lifetime.”

Something flutters behind his eyes. He snorts.

I cross my arms. “One has to wonder why you’d be here.”

“Oh,” he says dryly, “I’m stalking you.” At my eye bulge, he says, “I'm
from here, Stephens.”

I gawk at him in shock for so long that he waves a hand in front of my
face. “Hello? Are you broken?”

“You. .. are from. .. here? Like here here?”

“I wasn’t born on the bar of this unfortunate establishment,” he says, lip
curled, “if that’s what you mean, but yes, nearby.”



It’s not computing. Partly because he’s dressed like he just stepped out of
a Tom Ford spread in GQ, and partly because I’'m not convinced this place
isn’t a movie set that production abandoned halfway through construction.
“Charlie Lastra is from Sunshine Falls.”

His gaze narrows. “Did my nose go directly into your brain?”

“You are from Sunshine Falls, North Carolina,” I say. “A place with one
gas station and a restaurant named Poppa Squat.”

“Yes.”

My brain skips over several more relevant questions to: “Is Poppa Squat
a person?”

Charlie laughs, a surprised sound so rough I feel it as a scrape against my
rib cage. “No?”

“What, then,” I say, “is a Poppa Squat?”

The corner of his mouth ticks downward. “I don’t know—a state of
mind?”

“And what’s wrong with the Greek salad here?”

“You tried to order a salad?” he says. “Did the townspeople circle you
with pitchforks?”

“Not an answer.”

“It’s shredded iceberg lettuce with nothing else on it,” he says. “Except
when the cook is drunk and covers the whole thing in cubed ham.”

“Why?” I ask.

“I imagine he’s unhappy at home,” Charlie replies, deadpan. “Might have
something to do with the kinds of thwarted dreams that lead a person to
working here.”

“Not why does the cook drink,” 1 say. “Why would anyone cover a salad
in cubed ham?”

“If I knew the answer to that, Stephens,” he says, “I’d have ascended to a
higher plane.”

At this point, he notices something on the ground and ducks sideways,
picking it up. “This yours?” He hands me my phone. “Wow,” he says, reading
my reaction. “What did this phone do to you?”



“It’s not the phone so much as the sociopathic super-bitch who lives
inside it.”

Charlie says, “Most people just call her Siri.”

I shove my phone back to him, Dusty’s pages still pulled up. The furrow
in his brow re-forms, and immediately, I think, What am I doing?

I reach for the phone, but he spins away from me, the crease beneath his
full bottom lip deepening as he reads. He swipes down the screen impossibly
fast, his pout shifting into a smirk.

Why did I hand this over to him? Is the culprit here the martini, the recent
head injury, or sheer desperation?

“It’s good,” Charlie says finally, pressing my phone into my hand.

“That’s all you have to say?” I demand. “Nothing else you care to
comment on?”

“Fine, it’s exceptional,” he says.

“It’s humiliating,” 1 parry.

He glances toward the bar, then meets my eyes again. “Look, Stephens.
This is the end of a particularly shitty day, inside a particularly shitty
restaurant. If we’re going to have this conversation, can I at least get a
Coors?”

“You don’t strike me as a Coors guy,” I say.

“I’m not,” he says, “but I find the merciless mockery from the bartender
here dampens my enjoyment of a Manhattan.”

I look toward the sexy TV bartender. “Another enemy of yours?”

His eyes darken, his mouth doing that grimace-twitch. “Is that what we
are? Do you send all your enemies Bigfoot erotica, or just the special ones?”

“Oh no,” I say, feigning pity. “Did I hurt your feelings, Charlie?”

“You seem pretty pleased with yourself,” he says, “for a woman who just
found out she was the inspiration for Cruella de Vil.”

I scowl at him. Charlie rolls his eyes. “Come on. I’ll buy you a martini.
Or a puppy coat.”

A martini. Exactly what Nadine Winters drinks, whenever she doesn’t
have easy access to virgin’s blood.



For some reason, my ex-boyfriend Jakob flits into my mind. I picture him
drinking beer from a can on his back porch, his wife curled under his arm,
swigging on her own.

Even four kids in, she’s laid-back and absurdly gorgeous, yet somehow
“one of the guys.”

The Anti-Nora.

They always are, the women I get dumped for. Pretty hard to learn to be
“one of the guys” when your entire experience with men growing up was
either 1) them making your mother cry or 2) your mother’s dancer friends
teaching you how to step-ball-change. I can be one of the guys, as long as the
guys in question have a favorite song from Les Mis. Otherwise I’m hopeless.

“I’ll have a beer,” I say as I pass Charlie, “and you’re buying.”

“Like . . . I said?” he murmurs, following me to the peanut-shell-strewn
bar.

As he’s exchanging pleasantries with the bartender (definitely not
enemies; there’s a vibe, by which I mean he’s fifteen percent less rude than
usual), I glance back toward the bathroom, but Libby still hasn’t emerged.

I don’t even realize I’ve gone back to rereading the chapters until Charlie
tugs my phone from my hands. “Stop obsessing.”

“I’m not obsessing.”

He studies me with that black-hole gaze, the one that makes me want to
scrabble for purchase. “I’m surprised this is such a problem for you.”

“And I’m shocked your artificial intelligence chip allows you to feel
surprise.”

“Well, hello.” T flinch toward Libby’s voice and find her smiling like a
cartoon cat whose mouth is stuffed with multiple canaries.

“Libby,” I say. “This is—”

Before I can introduce Charlie, she pipes up, “Just wanted to let you
know, I called a cab. I’'m not feeling well.”

“What’s wrong?” I start to rise but she pushes my shoulder back down,
hard.

“Just exhausted!” She sounds anything but. “You should stay—you’re not
even done with your burger.”



“Lib, I’m not going to just let you—"

“Oh!” She looks at her phone. “Hardy’s here—you don’t mind getting the
bill, do you, Nora?”

I’m not traditionally a blusher, but my face is on fire because I've just
realized what’s going on, which means Charlie likely has too, and Libby’s
already retreating, leaving me with half a veggie burger, an unpaid bill, and a
deep desire for the earth to swallow me whole.

She throws a look over her shoulder and calls loudly, “Good luck
checking off number five, Sissy!”

“Number five?” Charlie asks as the door swings shut, vanishing my sister
into the night.

I really don’t like the idea of her hiking up those steps alone. I snatch my
phone back up and text her, LET ME KNOW THE SECOND YOU MAKE IT UP
TO THE COTTAGE OR ELSE!!!!

Libby replies, Let me know the second you make it to third base with
Mr. Hottman.

Over my shoulder, Charlie snorts. I turn my phone away, squaring my
shoulders. “That was my sister, Libby,” I say. “Ignore everything she says.
She’s always horny when she’s pregnant. Which is always.”

His (truly miraculous) eyebrows lift, his heavy-lidded gaze homing in.
“There is . . . so much to unpack in that sentence.”

“And so little time.” I bite into my burger just to focus on something other
than his face. “I should get back to her.”

“So no time for that beer.” He says it like a challenge, like I knew it. His
brow is arched, the tiniest shred of a smirk hiding in one corner of his mouth.
Somehow this doesn’t totally extinguish his pout. It just makes it a smout.

The bartender returns with our sweating glass bottles then, and Charlie
thanks her. For the first time, I see her staggeringly incandescent smile. “Of
course,” she says. “If you need anything, just say the word.”

As she turns away, Charlie faces me, taking a long sip.

“Why do you get a smile?” I demand. “I’m a thirty-percent-minimum
tipper.”



“Yeah, well, you should try almost marrying her and see if that helps,” he
replies, leaving me so stunned I’m back to gawping.

“Speaking of sentences with a lot to unpack.”

“I know you’re a busy woman,” he says. “I'll let you get back to
sharpening your knives and organizing your poison cabinet, Nadine Winters.”

He says everything so evenly, it’s easy to miss the joke in it. But this time
the unmistakably cajoling note in his voice back-combs over me until I feel
like a dog with its hackles up.

“First of all,” I say, “it’s a pantry, not a cabinet. And second of all, the
beer’s already here, and it’s after work hours, so I might as well drink it.”

Because I am not Nadine Winters. I grab my bottle and chug, feeling
Charlie’s owlish eyes heavy on me.

He says, “It’s fucking good, right?” For once, he lets a little excitement
into his voice. His eyes flash like lightning just crackled through the inside of
his skull.

“If you’re into cat pee and gasoline.”

“The chapter, Nora.”

My jaw tightens as I nod.

As far as I’ve seen, Charlie’s eyebrows have three modes: brooding,
scowling, and portraying something that’s either concern or confusion. That’s
what they’re up to now. “But you’re still upset about it.”

“Upset?” I cry. “Just because my oldest client thinks I’d fire someone for
getting pregnant? Don’t be silly.”

Charlie tucks one foot on the rung of his stool, his knee bumping mine.
“She doesn’t think that.” He tips his head back for another swig. A bead of
beer sneaks down his neck, and for a moment, I’'m hypnotized, watching it cut
a trail toward the collar of his shirt.

“And even if she does,” Charlie says, “that doesn’t make it true.”

“If she wrote a whole book about it,” I say, “it might make other people
think it’s true.”

“Who cares?”

“This guy.” I point to my chest. “The person who needs people to work
with her in order to have a job.”



“How long have you been representing Dusty?” he asks.

“Seven years.”

“She wouldn’t be working with you, after seven years, if you weren’t a
great agent.”

“I know I’'m a great agent.” That’s not the problem. The problem is, I'm
embarrassed, ashamed, and a little hurt. Because, as it turns out, I do have
feelings. “It’s fine. I'm fine.”

Charlie studies me.

“I’m fine!” I say again.

“Clearly.”

“You’re laughing now, but—"

“I’m not laughing,” he interjects. “When did I laugh?”

“Good point. I’'m sure that’s never happened. But just you wait until one
of your authors turns in a book about an amber-eyed asshole editor.”

“Amber-eyed?” he says.

“I notice you didn’t question the asshole part of that sentence,” I say, and
chug some more. Clearly, the filter has melted away again, but at least that’s
proof I’m not the woman in those pages.

“I’m used to people thinking I’m an asshole,” he says stiffly. “Less used to
them describing my eyes as ‘amber.’ ”

“That’s what color they are,” I say. “It’s objective. I’'m not complimenting
you.”

“In that case, I’ll abstain from being flattered. What color are yours?” He
leans in without any hint of embarrassment, only curiosity, his warm breath
feathering over my jaw. That’s pretty much when I realize I think he’s hot.

I mean, I know I thought he was hot in Mug + Shot when I thought he was
someone else, but this is when I realize I think he— specifically Charlie
Lastra, not just someone who looks like him— is hot.

I take another sip. “Red.”

“Really brings out the color of your forked tail and horns.”

“You’re too sweet.”

“Now that,” he says, “is something I’ve never been accused of.”

“I can’t imagine why not.”



He arches a brow, that honey-gold ring around his black-hole pupils
glinting. “And I’m sure people line up to recite sonnets about your
sweetness?”

I scoff. “My sister’s the sweet one. If she pees outside, flower gardens
burst up from it.”

“You know,” he says, “Sunshine Falls might not be the big city, but you
should let your sister know, we do have indoor plumbing. Pretty much the
only thing Dusty got right.”

“Shoot!” I grab my phone. Dusty. She’s in a vulnerable place, and she’s
used to me being one hundred percent accessible. Whether this book makes
me look like the Countess Bathory or not, I owe it to her to do my job. I start
typing a reply, using an uncharacteristic excess of exclamation points.

Charlie checks his watch. “Nine o’clock, on vacation, in a bar, and you’re
still working, Nadine Winters would be proud.”

“You’re one to judge,” I say. “I happen to know your Loggia Publishing
email account has had plenty of action this week.”

“Yes, but I have no problem with Nadine Winters,” he says. “In fact, I find
her fascinating.”

My eyes catch on the word I’m typing. “Oh? What’s so interesting about a
sociopath?”

“Patricia Highsmith might have something to say about that,” he replies.
“But more importantly, Nora, don’t you think you’re judging this character a
little too harshly? It’s ten pages.”

I sign the message, hit send, and swivel back to him, my knees locking
into place between his. “Because as we all know, reviewers are notoriously
kind to female characters.”

“Well, I like her. Who the fuck cares whether anyone else does, as long as
they want to read about her?”

“People also slow down to gawk at car wrecks, Charlie. Are you calling
me a car wreck?”

“I’m not talking about you at all,” he says. “I’m talking about Nadine
Winters. My fictional crush.”



A feeling like a scorching-hot Slinky drops through me. “Big fan of jet-
black hair and Krav Maga, huh?”

Charlie leans forward, face serious, voice low. “It’s more about the blood
dripping from her fangs.”

I’m unsure how to respond. Not because it’s gross, but because I’m pretty
sure he’s making a reference to the Shark of it all, and that feels dangerously
close to flirting.

And I should definitely not be flirting with him. For all I know, he has a
partner—or a doll room—and then there’s the fact that publishing is a small
pond, and one wrong move could easily pollute it.

God, even my internal dialogue sounds like Nadine. I clear my throat, take
a sip of beer, and force myself not to overthink the way I’m sitting tucked
between his thighs, or how my eyes keep zeroing in on that crease beneath his
lip. I don’t need to overthink. I don’t need to be in complete control.

“So tell me about this place,” I say. “What’s interesting here?”

“Do you like grass?” Charlie asks.

“Big fan.”

“We’ve got lots.”

“What else?” I ask.

“We made a BuzzFeed list of the “Top 10 Most Repulsively Named
Restaurants in America.””

“Been there.” I wave to our general surroundings. “Done that.”

He tips his chin toward me. “You tell me, Nora. Do you think this place is
interesting?”

“It’s certainly . . .” I search for the word. “Peaceful.”

He laughs, a husky, jagged sound, one that belongs in a crammed Brooklyn
bar, the streetlights beyond the rain-streaked window tinting his golden skin
reddish. Not here.

“Is that a question?” he says.

“It’s peaceful,” I say more confidently.

“So you just don’t like ‘peaceful.”” He’s smirking through his pout.
Smirting. “You’d rather be somewhere loud and crowded, where just existing
feels like a competition.”



I’ve always considered myself an introvert, but the truth is I’'m used to
having people on all sides of me. You adapt to living life with a constant
audience. It becomes comforting.

Mom used to say she became a New Yorker the day she openly wept on
the subway. She’d gotten cut in the final round of an audition, and an old lady
across the train car had handed her a tissue without even looking up from her
book.

The way my mind keeps springing back to New York seems to prove his
point. Once again, I’'m unnerved by the feeling that Charlie Lastra sees right
through my carefully pressed outermost layers.

“I’m perfectly happy with peace and quiet,” I insist.

“Maybe.” Charlie twists to grab his beer, the movement pressing his
outside knee into mine just long enough for him to take another sip before he
faces me again. “Or maybe, Nora Stephens, I can read you like a book.”

I scoff. “Because you’re so socially intelligent.”

“Because you’re like me.”

A zing shoots up from where his knee brushes mine. “We’re nothing
alike.”

“You’re telling me,” Charlie says, “that from the moment you stepped off
the airplane, you haven’t been itching to get back to New York? Feeling
like . . . like you’re an astronaut out in space, while the world’s just turning at
a normal speed, and by the time you get back, you’ll have missed your whole
life? Like New York will never need you like you need it?”

Exactly, 1 think, stunned for the forty-fifth time in as many minutes.

I smooth my hair, like I can tuck any exposed secrets back into place.
“Actually, the last couple of days have been a refreshing break from all the
surly, monochromatic New York literary types.”

Charlie’s head tilts, his lids heavy. “Do you know you do that?”

“Do what?” I say.

His fingers brush the right corner of my mouth. “Get a divot here, when
you lie.”

I slap his hand out of the air, but not before all the blood in my body
rushes to meet his fingertips. “That’s not my Lying Divot,” I lie. “It’s my



Annoyed Divot.”

“On that note,” he says dryly, “how about a game of high-stakes poker?”

“Fine!” I take another slug of beer. “It’s my Lying Divot. Sue me. I miss
New York, and it’s too quiet here for me to sleep, and I’'m very disappointed
that the general store is actually a pawnshop. Is that what you want to hear,
Charlie? That my vacation is not off to an auspicious start?”

“I’m always a fan of the truth,” he says.

“No one’s always a fan of the truth,” I say. “Sometimes the truth sucks.”

“It’s always better to have the truth up front than to be misled.”

“There’s still something to be said for social niceties.”

“Ah.” He nods, eyes glinting knowingly. “For example, waiting until after
lunch to tell someone you hate their client’s book?”

“It wouldn’t have killed you,” I say.

“It might’ve,” he says. “As we learned from Old Man Whittaker, secrets
can be toxic.”

I straighten as something occurs to me. “That’s why you hated it. Because
you’re from here.”

Now he shifts uncomfortably. I’ve found a weakness; I’ve seen through
one of Charlie Lastra’s outermost layers, and the scales tip ever so slightly in
my favor. Big fan—huge.

“Let me guess.” I jut out my bottom lip. “Bad memories.”

“Or maybe,” he drawls, leaning in, “it has something to do with the fact
that Dusty Fielding clearly hasn’t even googled Sunshine Falls in the last
twenty years, let alone visited.”

Of course, he has a point, but as I study the irritable rigidity of his jaw
and the strangely sensual though distinctly grim set of his lips, I know my
smile’s sharpening. Because I see it: the half-truth of his words. I can read
him too, and it feels like I’ve discovered a latent superpower.

“Come on, Charlie,” I prod. “I thought you were always a fan of the
truth. Let it out.”

He scowls (still pouting, so scowting?). “So I’m not this place’s biggest
fan.”



“Wooooow,” I sing. “All this time I thought you hated the book, but really,
you just had a deep, dark secret that made you close off from love and joy
and laughter and—oh my god, you are Old Man Whittaker!”

“Okay, maestro.” Charlie plucks the beer bottle I’d been gesticulating
with from my hand, setting it safely on the bar. “Chill. I’ve just never liked
those ‘everything is better in small towns’ narratives. My ‘darkest secret’ is
that I believed in Santa Claus until I was twelve.”

“You say that like it isn’t incredible blackmail.”

“Mutually assured destruction.” He taps my phone, an allusion to the
Frigid document. “I’m just evening the field for you after those pages.”

“How noble. Now tell me why your day was so bad.”

He studies me for a moment, then shakes his head. “No . . . I don’t think I
will. Not until you tell me why you’re really here.”

“I already told you,” I say. “Vacation.”

He leans in again, his hand catching my chin, his thumb landing squarely
on the divot at the corner of my lips. My breath catches. His voice is low and
raspy: “Liar.”

His fingertips fall away and he gestures to the bartender for two more
beers.

I don’t stop him.

Because I am not Nadine Winters.



I—l OW ABOUT,” CHARLIE says, “a game of pool. If I win, you tell me

why you’re really here, and if you do, I’ll tell you about my day.”

I snort and look away, hiding my lying dimple as I tuck my phone into my
bag, having confirmed Libby made it home safely. “I don’t play.”

Or I haven’t since college, when my roommate and I used to shark frat
boys weekly.

“Darts?” Charlie suggests.

I arch a brow. “You want to hand me a weapon after the turn my night has
taken?”

He leans close, eyes shining in the dim bar lighting. “I’ll play left-
handed.”

“Maybe I don’t want to hand you a weapon either,” I say.

His eye roll is subtle, more of a twitch of some key face muscles. “Left-
handed pool, then.”

I study him. Neither of us blinks. We’re basically having a sixth-grade-
style staring contest, and the longer it goes on, the more the air seems to
thrum with some metaphysical buildup of energy.

I slink off my stool and drain my second beer. “Fine.”

We make our way back to the only open table. It’s darker on this side of
the restaurant, the floor stickier with spilled booze, and the smell of beer
emanates from the walls. Charlie grabs a pool cue and a rack and starts
gathering the balls in the center of the felt table. “You know the rules?” he
asks, peering up at me as he leans across the green surface.

“One of us is stripes and one of us is solids?” I say.



He takes the blue chalk cube from the edge of the table and works it over
the pool cue. “You want to go first?”

“You’re going to teach me, right?” I’m trying to look innocent, to look like
Libby batting her eyelashes.

Charlie stares at me. “I really wonder what you think your face is doing
right now, Stephens.”

I narrow my eyes; he narrows his back exaggeratedly.

“Why do you care why I’m here?” T ask.

“Morbid curiosity. Why do you care about my bad day?”

“Always helpful to know your opponent’s weaknesses.”

He holds the cue out. “You first.”

I take the stick, flop it onto the edge of the table, and look over my
shoulder. “Isn’t now the part where you’re supposed to put your arms around
me and show me how to do it?”

His mouth curves. “That depends. Are you carrying any weapons?”

“The sharpest thing on me is my teeth.” I settle over the cue, holding it
like I’ve not only never played pool before but have quite possibly only just
discovered my own hands.

Charlie’s smell—warm and uncannily familiar—invades my nose as he
positions himself behind me, barely touching. I can feel the front of his
sweater graze my bare spine, my skin tingling at the friction, and his arms
fold around mine as his mouth drops beside my ear.

“Loosen your grip.” His low voice vibrates through me, his breath warm
on my jaw as he pries my fingers from the cue and readjusts them. “The front
hand’s for aiming. You’re not going to move it. The momentum”—his palm
scrapes down my elbow until he catches my wrist and drags it back along the
cue toward my hip—“will come from here. You just want to keep the stick
straight when you’re starting out. And aim as if you’re lining up perfectly
with the ball you want to sink.”

“Got it,” I say.

His hands slide clear of me, and I will the goose bumps on my skin to
settle as I line up my shot. “One thing I forgot to mention”—I snap the stick



into the cue ball, sending the solid blue one across the table into the pocket
—“is that I did used to play.”

I walk past Charlie to line up my next shot.

“And here I thought I was just a really good teacher,” he says flatly.

I pocket the green ball next, and then miss the burgundy one. When I
chance a glance at him, he looks not only unsurprised but downright smug.
Like I’ve proven a point.

He pulls the cue from my hands and circles the table, eyeing several
options for his first shot before choosing the green-striped ball and getting
into position. “And I guess I should’ve mentioned”—he taps the cue ball,
which sends the green-striped ball into a pocket, the purple-striped ball
sinking right behind it—“I’m left-handed.”

I jam my mouth closed when he looks at me on his way to line up his next
shot. This time, he pockets the orange-striped ball, then the burgundy one,
before finally missing on his next turn.

He sticks his lip out like I did when I teased him about bad memories.
“Would it help the sting if I bought you another beer?”

I yank the stick from his hand. “Make it a martini, and get yourself one
too. You’re going to need it.”

Charlie wins the first game, so one game becomes two. I win that one, and
he’s unwilling to tie, so we play a third. When he wins, he pulls the cue out
of my reach before I can demand a fourth match.

“Nora,” he says, “we had a deal.”

“I never agreed to it.”

“You played,” he says.

I tip my head back, groaning.

“If it helps,” he says with his signature dryness, “I’m willing to sign an
NDA before you tell me about whatever deep, dark, twisted fantasy brought
you here.”

I slit my eyes.



He moves my glass off the cocktail napkin and feels around in his pockets
until he finds a Pilot G2, admittedly my own pen of choice, though I always
use black ink and he’s got the traditional editor red. He leans over and
scribbles:

I, Charles Lastra, of sound mind, do swear I will keep Nora Stephens’s
dark, dirty, twisted secret under penalty of law or five million dollars,
whichever comes first.

“Okay, you’ve absolutely never seen a contract,” I say. “Maybe never
been in the same room as one.”

He finishes signing and drops the pen. “That’s a fine fucking contract.”

“Poor uninformed book editors, with their whimsical notions of how
agreements are made.” I pat his head.

He swats my arm away. “What could possibly be so bad, Nora? Are you
on the run? Did you rob a bank?” In the dark, the gold of his eyes looks
strangely light against his oversized pupils. “Did you fire your pregnant
assistant?” he teases, voice low. The allusion is a shock to my system, a jolt
of electricity from head to toe.

Miraculously, I’d forgotten about Dusty’s pages. Now here Nadine is
again, taunting me.

“What’s so wrong with being in control anyway?” I demand, of the
universe at large.

“Beats me.”

“And what, just because I don’t want kids, I would supposedly punish a
pregnant woman for making a different decision than me? My favorite
person’s a pregnant woman! And I’m obsessed with my nieces. Not every
decision a woman makes is some grand indictment on other women’s lives.”

“Nora,” Charlie says. “It’s a novel. Fiction.”

“You don’t get it, because you’re . . . you.” I wave a hand at him.

“Me?” he says.

“You can afford to be all surly and sharp and people will admire you for
it. The rules are different for women. You have to strike this perfect balance
to be taken seriously but not seen as bitchy. It’s a constant effort. People
don’t want to work with sharky women—"



“I do,” he says.

“And even men exactly like us don’t want to be with us. I mean, sure,
some of them think they do, but next thing you know, they’re dumping you in a
four-minute phone call because they’ve never seen you cry and moving
across the country to marry a Christmas tree heiress!”

Charlie’s full lips press into a knot, his eyes squinting. “. . . What?”

“Nothing,” I grumble.

“A very specific ‘nothing.

“Forget it.”

“Not likely,” he says. “I’m going to be up all night making diagrams and
charts, trying to figure out what you just said.”

“I'm cursed,” I say. “That’s all.”

“Oh,” he says. “Sure. Got it.”

“T am,” I insist.

“I’m an editor, Stephens,” he says. “I’m going to need more details to buy
into this narrative.”

“It’s my literary stock character,” I say. “I’m the cold-blooded, overly
ambitious city slicker who exists as a foil to the Good Woman. I’m the one
who gets dumped for the girl who’s prettier without makeup and loves
barbecue and somehow makes destroying a karaoke standard seem
adorable!”

And for some reason (my low alcohol tolerance), it doesn’t stop there. It
comes spilling out. Like I’'m just puking up embarrassing history onto the
peanut-shell-littered floor for everyone to see.

Aaron dumping me for Prince Edward Island (and, confirmed via light
social media stalking, a redhead named Adeline). Grant breaking up with me
for Chastity and her parents’ little inn. Luca and his wife and their cherry
farm in Michigan.

When I reach patient zero, Jakob the novelist-turned-rancher, I cut myself
off. What happened between him and me doesn’t belong at the end of a list; it
belongs where I left it, in the smoking crater that changed my life forever.
“You get the idea.”

His eyes slit, an amused tilt to his lips. “. .. Do I though?”

y»



“Tropes and clichés have to come from somewhere, right?” I say.
“Women like me have clearly always existed. So it’s either a very specific
kind of self-sabotage or an ancient curse. Come to think of it, maybe it started
with Lilith. Too weird to be coincidence.”

“You know,” Charlie says, “I’d say Dusty writing a whole-ass book about
my hometown and then me running into her agent in said town is too weird to
be a coincidence, but as we’ve already established, you’re ‘not stalking me,’
so coincidences do occasionally happen, Nora.”

“But this? Four relationships ending because my boyfriends decided to
walk off into the wilderness and never come back?”

He’s fighting a smirk but losing the battle.

“I’m not ridiculous!” I say, laughing despite myself. Okay, because of
myself.

“Exactly what a not-ridiculous person would say,” Charlie allows with a
nod. “Look, I’'m still trying to figure out how your shitty Jack London—
wannabe ex-boyfriends factor in to why you’re here.”

“My sister’s . . .” I consider for a moment, then settle on, “Things have
been kind of off between us for the last few months, and she wanted to get
away for a while. Plus she reads too many small-town romance novels and is
convinced the answer to our problems is having our own transformative
experiences, like my exes did. In a place like this.”

“Your exes,” he says bluntly. “Who gave up their careers and moved to
the wilderness.”

“Yes, those ones.”

“So, what?” he says. “You’re supposed to find happiness here and ditch
New York? Quit publishing?”

“Of course not,” I say. “She just wants to have fun, before the baby
comes. Take a break from our usual lives and do something new. We have a
list.”

“A list?”

“A bunch of things from the books.” And this is why I don’t drink two
martinis. Because even at five eleven, my body is incapable of processing
alcohol, as evidenced by the fact that I start listing, “Wear flannel, bake



something from scratch, get small-town makeovers, build something, date
some locals—”

Charlie laughs brusquely. “She’s trying to marry you off to a pig farmer,
Stephens.”

“She is not.”

“You said she’s trying to give you your own small-town romance novel,”
he says wryly. “You know how those books end, don’t you, Nora? With a big
wedding inside of a barn, or an epilogue involving babies.”

I scoff. Of course I know how they end. Not only have I watched my exes
live them, but when Libby and I still shared an apartment, I’d read the final
pages of her books almost compulsively. That never really tempted me to turn
back to page one.

“Look, Lastra,” I say. “My sister and I are here to spend time together.
You probably didn’t learn this in whatever lab spawned you, but vacations
are a fairly typical way for loved ones to bond and relax.”

“Yes, because if anything’s going to relax a person like you,” he says,
“it’s spending time in a town conveniently situated between two equidistant
Dressbarns.”

“You know, I’'m not as much of an uptight control freak as either you or
Dusty seem to think. I could have a perfectly nice time on a date with a pig
farmer. And you know what? Maybe it’s a good idea. It’s not like I’ve had
any luck with New Yorkers. Maybe I have been fishing in the wrong pond.
Or, like, the wrong stream of nuclear waste runoff.”

“You,” he says, “are so much weirder than I thought.”

“Well, for what it’s worth, before tonight, I assumed you went into a
broom closet and entered power saving mode whenever you weren’t at work,
so I guess we’re both surprised.”

“Now you’re being ridiculous,” he says. “When I’m not at work, I’m in
my coffin in the basement of an old Victorian mansion.”

I snort into my glass, which makes him crack a real, human smile. It lives,
I think.

“Stephens,” he says, tone dry once more, “if you’re the villain in someone
else’s love story, then I’m the devil.”



“You said it, not me,” I reply.

He lifts a brow. “You’re scrappy tonight.”

“I’m always scrappy,” I say. “Tonight I’m just not bothering to hide it.”

“Good.” He leans in, dropping his voice, and an electric current charges
through me. “I’ve always preferred to have things out in the open. Though the
pig farmers of Sunshine Falls might not feel the same way.”

His gaze flicks sidelong toward mine, his scent vaguely spicy and
familiar. An unwelcome heaviness settles between my thighs. I really hope
my chin divot hasn’t found a way to announce that I’'m turned on.

“I already told you,” I say. “I’m here for my sister.”

And as much anxiety as I feel being away from home, the truth is, I spend
the length of Libby’s pregnancies in a low-grade panic anyway. At least this
way I can keep an eye on her.

I never dreamed of having my own kids, but the way I felt during Libby’s
first pregnancy really sealed the deal. There are just too many things that can
go wrong, too many ways to fail.

I pitch myself onto a stool at the corner of the bar and almost fall over in
the process.

Charlie catches my arms and steadies me. “How about some water?” he
says, sliding onto the empty stool beside mine, that suppressed
smirk/pout/what-even-is-this tugging his full lips slightly to one side as he
signals to the bartender.

I square my shoulders, trying for dignified. “You’re not going to distract
me.”

His brow lifts. “From?”

“I won one of those games. You owe me information.” Especially given
the horrifying amount I just blurted out.

His head tilts, and he peers down his face at me. “What do you want to
know?”

Our lunch two years ago pops into my head, Charlie’s irritated glance at
his watch. “You said you were trying to catch a flight the day we met. Why?”

He scratches at his collar, his brow furrowing, jaw etched with tension.
“The same reason I’m here now.”



“Intriguing.”

“I promise it’s not.” Waters have appeared on the bar. He turns one in
place, his jaw tensing. “My dad had a stroke. One back then, and another a
few months ago. I’m here to help.”

“Shit. [—wow.” Immediately, my vision clears and sharpens on him, my
buzz burning off. “You were so . . . together.”

“I made a commitment to be there,” he says, with a defensive edge, “and I
didn’t see how talking about it would be productive.”

“I wasn’t saying—Ilook, I’d gotten dumped like forty-six seconds earlier,
and I still sat down for a martini and a salad with a perfect stranger, so I get
it.”

Charlie’s eyes snag on mine, so intense I have to look away for a second.

“Was he—is your dad okay?”

He turns his glass again. “When we had lunch, I already knew he wasn’t
in danger. My sister had just told me about the stroke, but it actually
happened weeks earlier.” His face hardens. “He decided I didn’t need to
know, and that was that.” He shifts on his stool—the discomfort of someone
who’s just decided he’s overshared.

Even factoring in the gin and beer sloshing around in my body, I'm
shocked to hear myself blurt, “Our dad left us when my mom was pregnant. I
don’t really remember him. After that, it was pretty much a parade of loser
boyfriends, so I’m not really an expert on dads.”

Charlie’s brows pinch, his fingers stilling on his damp glass. “Sounds
terrible.”

“It wasn’t too bad,” I say. “She never let most of them meet us. She was
good about that.” I reach for my glass, trying his tic, turning it in a ring of its
own sweat. “But one day, she’d be floating on a cloud, singing her favorite
Hello, Dolly! songs and fluffing embroidered thrift-store pillows like Snow
White in New York, and the next—"

I don’t trail off so much as just outright cut myself off.

I’m not ashamed of my upbringing, but the more you tell a person about
yourself, the more power you hand over. And I particularly avoid sharing



Mom with strangers, like the memory of her is a newspaper clipping and
every time I take it out, she fades and creases a little more.

Charlie’s thumb slides over my wrist absently. “Stephens?”

“I don’t need you to feel sorry for me.”

His pupils dilate. “I wouldn’t dare.” A dare is exactly what his voice
sounds like.

At some point, we’ve drawn together, my legs tucked between his again,
an endless, buzzing feedback loop everywhere we’re touching. His eyes are
heavy on me, his pupils almost blotting out his irises, a lustrous ring of honey
around a deep, dark pit.

Heat gathers between my thighs, and I uncross and recross my legs.
Charlie’s eyes drop to follow the motion, and his water glass hitches against
his bottom lip, like he’s forgotten what he was doing. In that moment, he is
one hundred percent legible to me.

I might as well be looking into a mirror.

I could lean into him.

I could let my knees slide further into the pocket between his, or touch his
arm, or tip my chin up, and in any of those hypothetical scenarios, we end up
kissing. I may not like him all that much, but a not insignificant part of me is
dying to know what his bottom lip feels like, how that hand on my wrist
would touch me.

Just then it starts to rain—pour—and the corrugated metal roof erupts into
a feverish rattle. I jerk my arm out from under Charlie’s and stand. “I should
get home.”

“Share a cab?” he asks, his voice low, gravelly.

The odds of finding two cabs at this hour, in this town, aren’t great. The
odds of finding one that isn’t driven by Hardy are terrible. “I think I’11 walk.”

“In this rain?” he says. “And those shoes?”

I grab my bag. “I won’t melt.” Probably.

Charlie stands. “We can share my umbrella.”



W E MAKE OUR way out of Poppa Squat’s huddled under Charlie’s

umbrella. (I’d called it fortuitous, but it turns out he checks a
weather app obsessively, so apparently I’ve found someone even more
predictable than I am.) The smell of grass and wildflowers is thick in the
damp air, and it’s cooled considerably.

He asks, “Where are you staying?”

“It’s called Goode’s Lily Cottage,” I say.

He says, almost to himself, “Bizarre.”

Heat creeps up my neck from where his breath hits it. “What, I couldn’t
possibly be happy anywhere that isn’t a black marble penthouse with a
crystal chandelier?”

“Exactly what I meant.” He casts a look my way as we pass under a bar
of streetlight, the rain sparkling like silver confetti. “And also it’s my
parents’ rental property.”

My cheeks flush. “You’re—Sally Goode’s your mom? You grew up next
to a horse farm?”

“What,” he says, “I couldn’t possibly have been raised anywhere but a
black marble penthouse with a crystal chandelier?”

“Just hard to imagine you belonging anywhere in this town, let alone so
close to a manure pyramid.”

“Belonging might be overstating things,” he says acidly.

“So where are you staying?”

“Well, I usually stay at the cottage,” he says. Another sidelong glance at
me through the dark. “But that wasn’t an option.”



His smell is so uncannily familiar, but I still can’t place it. Warm, with a
slightly spicy edge, faint enough that I keep catching myself trying to inhale a
lungful of it. “Then where?” I ask. “Your childhood bedroom?”

We pause at the dead-end street the cottage sits on, and Charlie sighs.
“I’m sleeping in a race car bed, Nora. Are you happy?”

Happy doesn’t begin to cover it. The image of stern-browed, highly
polished Charlie tucked into a plastic Corvette and scowling at his Kindle
makes me laugh so hard it’s a struggle to stay upright. He’s probably the last
person I could picture in a race car bed, aside from myself.

Charlie hooks an arm around my waist as I keel over. “Little reminder,”
he says, keeping me moving down the gravel lane. “That is far from the most
embarrassing thing one of us has said tonight.”

I get out, “Were you, like, a NASCAR kid?”

“No,” he says, “but my dad never stopped trying.”

I devolve into another fit of laughter that threatens to tip me over. Charlie
pulls me against his side. “One foot in front of the other, Stephens.”

“Mutually assured destruction indeed,” I cry.

He starts to lead me up the hillside, and immediately my heel sinks into
the mud, pinning me to the ground. I take another step and the other heel
punctures the mud too. An indignant half shriek rises out of me.

Charlie stops, sighing heavily as he eyes my shoes. “Am I going to have to
carry you?”

“I am not letting you give me a piggyback ride, Lastra,” I say.

“And 1,” he replies, “am not letting you destroy those poor, innocent
shoes. I’'m not that kind of man.”

I look at my mules, and a miserably petulant sound squeaks out of me.
“Fine.”

“You’re welcome.” He turns and hunches as I hike up my dress and say a
fond farewell to the last remnants of my dignity, then hook my arms over his
shoulders and hop onto his back.

“All good?” he says.

“I'm getting a piggyback ride,” I reply, adjusting the umbrella over us.
“Does that answer your question?”



“Poor Nora,” he teases, his hands settling against my thighs as he starts up
the steps. “I can only imagine what you’re going through.”

A realization clangs through me, chaotic and emphatic as church bells: the
reason his smell is so familiar. It’s the same subtle gender-neutral cologne I
wear. A cedarwood and amber blend called BOOK, meant to summon
images of sunbathed shelves and worn pages. When I found out the company
was going under, I put in a bulk order so I could stockpile it.

I would’ve placed it sooner, but it smells different on him, the way
Mom’s signature lemon-lavender scent hits different on Libby, a note of
vanilla drawn out that was never there before. Charlie’s rendition of BOOK
is spicier, warmer than mine.

“Awfully quiet back there, Stephens,” he says. “Anything I can do to make
your journey more comfortable? A neck pillow? Some of those tiny Delta
cookies?”

“I’d take some spurs and a riding crop,” I say.

“Should’ve seen that coming,” he grumbles.

“I’d also accept a sworn affidavit that we’ll never speak of this again.”

“After the way you disparaged my last contract? I don’t think so.”

When we reach the front steps, I slide off Charlie’s back and try to pull
my dress back into place, which is a struggle because I didn’t do an amazing
job of keeping the umbrella over us, and we’re both fairly drenched, my
dress plastered to my thighs and bangs stuck to my eyes.

Charlie reaches out to brush them away. “Nice haircut, by the way.”

“Straight men love bangs,” I say. “They make women approachable.”

“Nothing more intimidating than a forehead,” he says. “Although I sort of
miss the blond.”

And there it is: that mushroom cloud of want low in my belly, a twinge
between my thighs. “It’s not natural,” I announce.

“Didn’t think it was,” he says, “but it suits you.”

“Because it looks vaguely evil?” I guess.

He splits into a rare, full grin, but only for a second. Just long enough to
send my stomach flipping. “I’ve been thinking.”

“I’ll call a news crew immediately.”



“You should scratch number five.”

“Number five?”

“On the list.”

I palm my face. “Why did I tell you about that?”

“Because you wanted someone to stop you from going through with it,” he
says. “The last thing you need is to get mixed up with someone who lives
here.”

I drop my hand and narrow my eyes at him. “Do they eat outsiders?”

“Worse,” he says. “They keep them here forever.”

I scoff. “Lasting commitment. How terrible.”

“Nora,” he says, tone low and chiding. “You and I both know you don’t
want that epilogue. Someone like you—in shoes like that—could never be
happy here. Don’t get some poor pig farmer’s hopes up for nothing.”

“Okay, rude,” I say.

“Rude?” He steps in closer, the searing fluorescent light over the door
casting him in stark relief, etching out the hollows beneath his cheekbones
and making his eyes gleam. “Rude is declaring the entire dating pool of New
York City tainted just because you managed to pick four assholes in a row.”

My throat warms, a lump of lava sliding down it. “Don’t tell me I hurt
your feelings,” I murmur.

“You of all people should know,” he says, gaze dropping to my mouth,
“we ‘surly, monochromatic literary types’ don’t have those.”

In my head, Nadine Winters’s voice is screaming, Abort, abort! This fits
into no plan! But there’s a lot of rushing blood and tingling skin for the
words to compete with.

I don’t remember doing it, but my fingers are pressed against his stomach,
his muscles tightening under them.

Bad idea, 1 think in the split second before Charlie tugs my hips flush to
his. The words break apart like alphabet soup, letters splintering off in every
direction, utterly meaningless now. His mouth catches mine roughly as he
eases me back into the cottage door, covering my body with his.

I half moan at the pressure. His hands tighten on my waist. My lips part
for his tongue, the tang of beer and the herbal edge of gin tangling pleasantly



in my mouth.

It feels like my outline is dissolving, like I’m turning to liquid. His mouth
skates down my jaw, over my throat. My hands scrape through his coarse,
rain-soaked hair, and he lets out a low groan, his hand trailing to my chest,
fingers brushing over my nipple.

At some point, the umbrella has clattered to the ground. Charlie’s shirt is
plastered to him. He palms me through my damp dress, making me arch. Our
mouths slip together.

The last dregs of beer and gin evaporate from my bloodstream, and
everything is happening in high definition. My hands skim up the back of his
shirt, fingernails sinking into his smooth, warm skin, urging him closer, and
his palm moves to the hem of my dress, shucking it up my thigh. His fingers
glide higher, sending chills rippling over my skin, and something like Wait
just barely, half-heartedly slips out of me.

I’m not even sure how he heard it, but Charlie jerks back, looking like a
man freshly out of a trance, hair mussed, lips bee-stung, dark eyes blinking
rapidly. “Shit!” he says, hoarse, stepping back. “I didn’t meanto . ..”

Clarity hits me with a cold-water shock.

Shit is right!

As in, I don’t shit where I eat. Or kiss where I work. It’s bad enough that
in a year and a half, everyone I work with is going to think of me as Nadine
Winters—I don’t need to add any more potential fuel to my reputation’s
funeral pyre.

He says, “I can’t really get involved—"

“I don’t need an explanation!” I cut him off, yanking the hem of my dress
back down my thighs. “It was a mistake!”

“I know!” Charlie says, sounding vaguely offended.

“Well, I know too!”

“Fine!” he says. “Then we agree!”

“Fine!” I cry, continuing recorded history’s strangest and least-productive
argument.

Charlie hasn’t moved. Neither of us has. His eyes are still inky dark and
hungry, and thanks to the light bulb over the door, his hard-on might as well



be in a display case at a particularly lascivious museum.

I take a breath. “Let’s just act like—"

At the same time, he says, “We should pretend it never happened.”

I nod.

He nods.

It’s settled.

He grabs his umbrella off the ground, and neither of us bothers with “good
night.” He just nods again stiffly and turns and walks away.

It never happened, 1 think with some force.

Which is good, because my reckless decisions always have disastrous
consequences.



W HEN | WAS twelve, my mother was cast in a crime procedural. She

hit it off with the showrunner. Before long, she was seeing him
nightly.

Four episodes into filming, he reconciled with his estranged wife. Mom’s
plucky young detective character was swiftly killed off, her body discovered
in a meat locker.

I’d never seen Mom quite so distraught. We avoided whole swaths of the
city afterward, dodging anyplace she might run into him, or be reminded of
him, or of the job she’d lost.

After that, it was an easy decision for me to never fall in love.

For years, I stuck by it. Then I met Jakob.

He made the world open up around me, like there were colors I’d never
seen, new levels of happiness I couldn’t have imagined.

Mom was ecstatic when I told her I was moving in with him. After
everything she’d been through, she was still a romantic.

He’s going to take such good care of you, sweet girl, she said. He was a
couple of years older than me and had a well-paying bartending job and a
tiny apartment uptown.

A week later, I hugged Mom and Libby goodbye and schlepped my stuff to
his place. Two weeks after that, Mom was gone.

The bills came due all at once. Rent, utilities, a credit card we’d opened
in my name when things got particularly tight. Mom’s credit was shot, and I
wanted to help pull my weight.



I’d been working at Freeman Books since I was sixteen, but I made
minimum wage and could only manage part-time while I was in college, and
someday, the student loans I’d taken out would come back to haunt me.

Mom’s actor friends did a fundraiser for us, announcing after the funeral
that they’d raised over fifteen thousand dollars, and Libby cried happy tears,
because she had no idea how little of a dent that would make.

She’d been on a fashion design kick and wanted to go to Parsons, and I
debated dropping out of my English program to fund her tuition, though I’d
already sunk tens of thousands into mine.

I moved out of Jakob’s place and back in with Libby.

I budgeted.

Scoured the internet for the cheapest, most filling meals.

Took on other jobs: tutoring, waitressing, outright writing classmates’
papers.

Jakob found out he’d gotten accepted into the Wyoming writing residency
and left, and then there was the breakup, the utter desolation, the reminder of
why the promise I’d made to myself years ago still mattered.

I stopped dating, mostly. First dates were allowed (dinner only), and
though I’d never tell anyone, the reason was that I’d have one less meal to
pay for. Two if I ordered enough to bring Libby leftovers.

Second dates were a no-go. That’s when the guilt kicked in—or the
feelings did.

Libby playfully heckled me about how no one was good enough for a
second date.

I let her. It would destroy me to hear what she thought of the truth.

She worked too. Without Mom’s income, we had to tighten our purse
strings, but Libby never wanted to spend money on herself anyway.

Sometimes, after complaining to her about a particularly bad date, though,
I’d come home from classes or a tutoring shift to find her already asleep in
her room (I’d moved out into the living room, where Mom used to sleep, so
she could have the bedroom to herself) and a bundle of sunflowers sitting in
a vase beside the pullout couch.



If I were normal, I might’ve cried. Instead I’d sit there, clutching the vase,
and just fucking shake. Like there were emotions deep in me, but too many
layers of ash lay over them, deadening them to nothing but a tectonic murmur.

There is a spot in my foot I can’t feel. I stepped on a piece of glass and
the nerves there are dead now. The doctor said they’d grow back, but it’s
been years and that place is still numb.

That was how my heart had felt for years. Like all the cracks callused
over.

That enabled me to focus on what mattered. I built a life for me and Libby,
a home that no bank or ex-boyfriend could ever take from us.

I watched my friends in relationships make compromise after
compromise, shrinking into themselves until they were nothing but a piece of
a whole, until all their stories came from the past, and their career
aspirations, their friends, and their apartments were replaced by our
aspirations, our friends, our apartment. Half lives that could be taken from
them without any warning.

By then I'd had all the practice in first dates that a person could get. I
knew which red flags to watch for, the questions to ask. I'd seen my friends,
coworkers, colleagues get ghosted, cheated on, bored in their relationships,
and rudely awakened when partners turned out to be married or have
gambling problems or be chronically unemployed. I saw casual hookups turn
into miserably complicated half relationships.

I had standards and a life, and I wasn’t about to let some man destroy it
like it was merely the paper banner he was meant to crash through as he
entered the field.

So only once my career was on track did I start dating again, and this time
I did it right. With caution, checklists, and carefully weighed decisions.

I did not kiss colleagues. I did not kiss people I knew next to nothing
about. I did not kiss men I had no intention of dating, or men I was
incompatible with. I didn’t let random bouts of lust call the shots.

Until Charlie Lastra.

It never happened.



I expected Libby to be giddy about my slipup. Instead, she’s as disapproving
as I am.

“Your Professional Nemesis from New York does not count for number
five, Sissy,” she says. “Couldn’t you have made out with, like, a rodeo clown
with a heart of gold?”

“I was wearing entirely the wrong shoes for that,” I say.

“You could kiss a million Charlies back in the city. You’re supposed to be
trying new things here. We both are.” She brandishes the eggy spatula in my
direction. Growing up, our apartment was a yogurt-or-granola-bar-breakfast
home, but now Libby’s a full English breakfast kind of gal, and there are
already pancakes and veggie sausages stacked next to the egg pan.

I fell out of bed at nine after another restless night, took a run followed by
a quick shower, then came down for breakfast. Libby’s been up for hours
already. She loves morning now even more than she loved sleeping as a
teenager. Even on weekends, she never sleeps past seven. Partly, I’m sure,
because she can hear Bea’s high-pitched squeal or Tala’s little pounding feet
from three miles and a dose of morphine away.

She always says the two of them are us, but body swapped.

Bea, the oldest, is sweet as cherry pie like Libby, but with my lankiness
and ash-brown hair. Tala has her mother’s strawberry-gold hair and is
destined to be no taller than five four, but like her Aunt Nono, she’s a brute:
opinionated and determined to never follow any command without a thorough
explanation.

“You’re the one who Parent-Trapped me with him,” I point out, pulling
the spatula from Libby’s hand and ushering her toward a chair. “It never
would’ve happened if you hadn’t ditched me.”

“Look, Nora, sometimes even mommies need alone time,” she says
slowly. “Anyway, I thought you hated that guy.”

“I don’t hate him,” I say. “We’re just, like, opposing magnets, or
something.”

“Opposing magnets are the ones that draw together.”



“Okay, then we’re magnets with the same polarity.”

“Two magnets with the same polarity would never make out against a
door.”

“Unlike other magnets, which would definitely do that.” I carry over our
loaded plates, flopping into the chair across from her. It’s already hellishly
hot. We’ve got the windows open and the fans on, but it’s as misty as a low-
rent sauna.

“It was a moment of weakness.” The memory of Charlie’s hands on my
waist, his chest flattening me into the door, sears through me.

Libby arches an eyebrow. With her blunt pink bob, she’s closer to
mastering my own Evil Eye, but her cheeks are still, ultimately, too soft to get
the job done. “Lest you forget, Sissy, that type of man has not worked out for
you in the past.”

Personally, I wouldn’t lump Charlie in with my exes. For one thing, none
of them ever tried to ravage me outside. Also, they never lurched out of a
kiss like I’d shoved a hot fire poker down their pants.

“I’m proud of you for going off book—I just wouldn’t have chosen a
hard-core groping by Count von Lastra as The Move.”

I drop my face into my forearm, newly mortified. “This is all Nadine
Winters’s fault.”

Libby’s brow pinches. “Who?”

“Oh, that’s right.” I lift my head. “In your desperation to see me barefoot
and pregnant, you ran out before I could tell you.” I unlock my phone and
open the email from Dusty, sliding it into Libby’s field of vision. She hunches
as she reads, and I shovel food into my mouth as fast as I can so I can get my
workday started.

Libby’s not a startlingly fast reader. She absorbs books like they’re
bubble baths, whereas my job has forced me to treat them more like hot-and-
fast showers.

Her mouth shrinks, tightening into a knot as she reads, until finally, she
bursts into laughter. “Oh my god!” she cries. “It’s Nora Stephens fan fiction!”

“Can it really be called fan fiction if the author clearly isn’t a fan?” I say.



“Has she sent you more? Does it get smutty? Lots of fan fiction gets
smutty.”

“Again,” I say, “not fan fiction.”

Libby cackles. “Maybe Dusty’s got a crush.”

“Or maybe she’s hiring a hit man as we speak.”

“I hope it gets smutty,” she says.

“Libby, if you had your way, every book would end with an earth-
shattering orgasm.”

“Hey, why wait until the end?” she says. “Oh, right, because that’s where
you start reading.” She pretends to dry heave at the thought.

I stand to rinse my plate. “Well, it’s been fun, but I’m off to track down
Wi-Fi that doesn’t make me want to put my head through a wall.”

“I’ll meet you later,” she says. “First, I'm going to spend a few hours
walking around naked, shouting cuss words. Then I’ll probably call home—
want me to tell Brendan you say hi?”

“Who?”

Libby flips me off. I loudly kiss the side of her head on my way to the
door with my laptop bag. “Don’t go anywhere from Once in a Lifetime
without me!” she screams.

I cut myself off before Not sure those places even exist can spew out of
me. For the first time in months, we feel like the us of a different time—fully
connected, fully present—and the last thing I want is some uncontrollable
variable messing things up. “Promise,” I say.



A FTER PAYING FOR my iced Americano at Mug + Shot, I ask the

chipper barista with the septum piercing for the Wi-Fi password.

“Oh!” She gestures to a wooden sign behind her reading, Let’s unplug!
“No Wi-Fi here. Sorry.”

“Wait,” I say, “really?”

She beams. “Yep.”

I glance around. No laptops in sight. Everyone here looks like they came
straight from climbing Everest or doing drugs in a Coachella yurt.

“Is there a library or something?” I ask.

She nods. “A few blocks down. No Wi-Fi there yet either—supposed to
get it in the fall. For now they’ve got desktops you can use.”

“Is there anywhere in town with Wi-Fi?” [ ask.

“The bookstore just got it,” she admits, quietly, like she’s hoping the
words don’t trigger a stampede of coffee drinkers who would very much like
to be un-unplugged.

I thank her and emerge into the sticky heat, sweat gathering in my armpits
and cleavage as I trek toward the bookstore. When I step inside, it feels like
I’ve just wandered into a maze, all the breezes, wind chimes, and bird chatter
going quiet at once, that warm cedar-and-sunned-paper smell folding around
me.

I sip my ice-cold drink and bask in the double-barreled serotonin
coursing through me. Is there anything better than iced coffee and a bookstore
on a sunny day? I mean, aside from hot coffee and a bookstore on a rainy day.



The shelves are built at wild angles that make me feel like I’m sliding off
the edge of the planet. As a kid, I would’ve loved the whimsy of it—a fun
house made of books. As an adult, I’'m mostly concerned with staying upright.

On the left, a low, rounded doorway is cut into one of the shelves, its
frame carved with the words Children’s Books.

I bend to peer through it to a soft blue-green mural, like something out of
Madeline, words swirling across it: Discover new worlds! Off the other side
of the main room, an average-sized doorway leads to the Used and Rare
Book Room.

This main room isn’t exactly brimming with crisp new spines. As far as I
can tell, there’s very little method to this store’s organization. New books
mixed with old, paperbacks with hardcovers, and fantasy next to nonfiction, a
not-so-fine layer of dust laid over most of it.

Once, I bet this place was a town jewel where people shopped for
holiday presents and preteens gossiped over Frappuccinos. Now it’s another
small-business graveyard.

I follow the labyrinthine shelves deeper into the store, past a doorway to
the world’s most depressing “café” (a couple of card tables and some folding
chairs), and around a corner, and I freeze for a millisecond, midstep, one foot
hovering in the air.

Seeing the man hunched over his laptop behind the register, an
unimpressed furrow in his brow, is like waking up from a nightmare where
you’re falling off a cliff, only to realize your house has been scooped up by a
tornado while you slept.

This is the problem with small towns: one minor lapse in judgment and
you can’t go a mile without running into it.

All T want to do is turn and hightail it, but I can’t let myself do it. I won’t
let one slipup, or any man, start governing my decisions. The whole reason to
avoid workplace entanglements is to protect against this scenario. Besides,
the entanglement was avoided. Mostly.

I square my shoulders and rise my chin. In that moment, for the very first
time, I wonder if I might have a guardian angel, because directly across from
me, on the local bestsellers shelf, sits a face-out stack of Once in a Lifetime.



I grab a copy and march up to the counter.

Charlie’s gaze doesn’t lift from his laptop until I’ve smacked the book
onto the gouged mahogany.

His golden-brown eyes slowly rise. “Well. If it isn’t the woman who
‘isn’t stalking me.’ ”

I grind out, “If it isn’t the man who ‘didn’t try to ravish me in the middle
of a hurricane.’ ”

His sip of coffee goes spewing back into his mug, and he glances toward
the tragic café. “I certainly hope my high school principal was ready to hear
that.”

I lean sideways to peer through the doorway. At one of the card tables, a
stooped, gray-haired woman is watching The Sopranos on a tablet with only
one earbud in. “Another one of your exes?”

That downward tick in the corner of his mouth. “I can tell you’re pleased
with yourself when your eyes go all predatory like that.”

“And I can tell you are when you do that lip-twitch thing.”

“It’s called a smile, Stephens. They’re common here.”

“And by ‘here,” you must mean Sunshine Falls, because you definitely
aren’t referring to the five-foot radius of your electric fence.”

“Have to keep the locals away somehow.” His eyes drop to the book.
“Finally biting the bullet and reading the whole thing?” he says dryly.

“You know . . .” I grab the book and hold it in front of my chest. “I found
this on the bestsellers shelf.”

“I know. It’s shelved right next to the Guide to North Carolina’s Bike
Trails my old dentist self-published last year,” he says. “Did you want one of
those too?”

“This book has sold more than one million copies,” I tell him.

“I’'m aware.” He picks up the book. “But now I’'m wondering how many
of those you bought.”

I scowl. He rewards me with an almost grin, and for the first time, I know
exactly what my boss means when she describes my “smile with knives.”

I look away from his face, which really just means my eyes skate down
his golden throat and over his pristine white T-shirt to his arms. They’re



good arms. Not in a ripped way, just an attractively lean way.

Okay, they’re just arms. Chill, Nora. Straight men have it too easy. A
heterosexual woman can see a very normal-looking, nonsexual appendage,
and biology’s like, Step aside, last four thousand years of evolution, it’s
time to contribute to the continuation of the human race.

He brushes his laptop aside and starts rearranging the pens, pamphlets,
and other office supplies on the desk. Maybe I’'m not horny for him so much
as his clothes and his organizational skills. “I was actually just emailing
you.”

I jolt back to the conversation, vibrating like a snapped rubber band.
“Oh?”

He nods, his jaw set, his eyes dark and intense. “Have you heard from
Sharon yet?”

“Dusty’s editor?”

He nods. “She’s out on leave—had her baby.”

And just like that, all the lean arms, nice fingers, and perfectly organized
jars of pens and highlighters in the world aren’t enough to hold my attention.

“But she’s not due for another month,” I say, panicked. “We have another
month to get Dusty edits.”

Another small tick. “Would you like me to call her and tell her that?
Maybe something can be done—wait, do you have any connections at Mount
Sinai Hospital?”

“Are you done?” I ask. “Or is there a second punch line to this hilarious
joke?”

Charlie’s hands brace against the counter and he leans forward, voice
going raspy, eyes crackling with that strange internal lightning. “I want it.”

I feel like I missed a step. “Wh-what?”

“Dusty’s book. Frigid. I want to work on it.”

Oh, thank God. I wasn’t sure where that was going. And also: no way in
hell.

“If we want to keep the release date,” Charlie goes on, “Sharon won’t be
back in time to edit. Loggia needs someone to step in, and I’ve asked to do
it.”



My mind feels less like it’s spinning than like it’s spinning fifteen plates
that are on fire. “This is Dusty we’re talking about. Shy, gentle Dusty, who’s
used to Sharon’s soothing, optimistic demeanor. And you, who—no offense
—are about as delicate as an antique pickax.”

His jaw muscles flex. “I know I don’t have the best bedside manner. But
I’m good at my job. I can do this. And you can get Dusty on board. The
publisher doesn’t want to bump back the release date. We need to push this
thing through, no delays.”

“It’s not my decision.”

“Dusty will listen to you,” Charlie says. “You could sell snake oil to a
snake oil salesman.”

“I’m not sure that’s how the saying goes.”

“I had to revise it to accurately reflect how good you are at your job.”

My cheeks are on fire, less from the compliment than from a sudden vivid
memory of Charlie’s mouth. The part where he staggered back from me like
I’d shot him quickly follows.

I swallow. “I’ll talk to her. That’s all I can do.” By habit, I’ve
unthinkingly flipped to the last page of Once. Now I thumb to the
acknowledgments, letting my muscles relax at the sight of my name. It’s proof
—that I am good at my job, that even if I can’t control everything, there’s a
lot I can strong-arm into shape.

I clear my throat. “What are you doing here anyway, and how long do you
have until the sunlight makes you burst into flames?”

Charlie folds his forearms on the counter. “Can you keep a secret,
Stephens?”

“Ask me who shot JFK,” I say, adopting his own deadpan tone.

His eyes narrow. “Far more interested in how you got that information.”

“That one Stephen King book,” I reply. “Now, who are we keeping
secrets from?”

He considers, teeth running over his full bottom lip. It’s borderline lewd,
but no worse than what’s happening in my body right now.

“Loggia Publishing,” he replies.



“Okay.” T consider. “I can keep a secret from Loggia, if you make it
juicy.”

He leans in closer. I follow suit. His whisper is so quiet I almost have to
press my ear to his mouth to hear it: “I work here.”

“You...work. .. here?” I straighten up, blinking clear of the haze of his
warm scent.

“I work here,” he repeats, turning his laptop to reveal a PDF of a
manuscript, “while I’m technically working there.”

“Is that legal?” I ask. Two full-time jobs happening simultaneously seems
like it might actually add up to two part-time jobs.

Charlie drags a hand down his face as he sighs exhaustedly. “It’s
inadvisable. But my parents own this place, and they needed help, so I’ve
been running the shop for a few months while editing remotely.”

He swipes the book off the counter. “You really buying this?”

“I like to support local businesses.”

“Goode Books isn’t so much a local business as it is a financial sinkhole,
but I’'m sure the tunnel inside the earth appreciates your money.”

“Excuse me,” I say, “did you just say this place is called Goode Books?
As in your mother’s last name, but also good book?”

“City people,” he tuts. “Never stop to smell the roses, or look up to see
the very prominently displayed signs over local businesses.”

I wave a hand. “Oh, I have the time. It’s just that the Botox in my neck
makes it hard to get my chin that high.”

“I’ve never met someone who is both so vain and so practical,” he says,
sounding just barely awed.

“Which will be what actually goes on my headstone.”

“What a shame,” he says, “to waste all that on a pig farmer.”

“You’re really hung up on the pig farmer,” I say. “Whereas Libby won’t
be satisfied with me dating anyone but a widowed single father who rejected
a country music career to run a bed-and-breakfast.”

He says, “So you’ve met Randy.”

I burst out laughing, and the corner of his mouth ticks.



O, shit. It is a smile. He’s pleased to have made me laugh. Which makes
my blood feel like maple syrup. And I hate maple syrup.

I take a half step back, a physical boundary to accompany the mental one
I’m trying to rebuild. “Anyway, I heard a rumor you’re hoarding the entire
city’s internet here.”

“You should never believe a small-town rumor, Nora,” he chides.

“So...”

“The password is goodebooks,” he says. “All lowercase, all one word,
with the e on goode.” He jerks his chin toward the café, brow arched. “Tell
Principal Schroeder hi.”

My face prickles. I look over my shoulder toward a wooden chair at the
end of an aisle instead. “On second thought, I’11 just set up there.”

He leans forward, dropping his voice again. “Chicken.”

His voice, the challenge of it, sends goose bumps rippling down my
backbone.

My competitive streak instantly activates, and I turn on my heel and march
into the café, pausing beside the occupied table.

“You must be Principal Schroeder,” I say, adding meaningfully, “Charlie’s
told me so much about you.”

She seems flustered, almost knocking over her tea in her rush to shake my
hand. “You must be his girlfriend?”

She absolutely heard my comment about the ravishing, and the hurricane.

“Oh, no,” I say. “We just met yesterday. But you come up a lot with him.”

I glance over my shoulder to see the look on Charlie’s face and know: I
win this round.

“I wouldn’t call spending all day on your laptop ten feet from your New York
nemesis ‘trying new things.” ” Libby is absolutely delighted by the dusty old
shop, less so by its cashier. “The last thing you need is to spend this whole
vacation immersed in your career.”

I glance cautiously toward the doorway from the café (which sells only
decaf and regular coffee) to the bookstore proper, making sure Charlie isn’t



within earshot. “I can’t take a whole month off work. After five every day, I
promise I’m yours.”

“You’d better be,” she says. “Because we have a list to get through, and
that”—she tips her head in Charlie’s general direction—"“is a distraction.”

“Since when am I distracted by men?” I whisper. “Have you met me? I’'m
here using the Wi-Fi, not giving out free lap dances.”

“We’ll see,” she says tartly. (Like, give it twenty minutes, and I will, in
fact, be doling out lap dances in the local independent bookstore?)

She surveys our surroundings again, sighing wistfully. “I hate seeing
bookstores empty.” Some of it might be the pregnancy hormones, but she’s
legitimately tearing up.

“It’s expensive to keep shops like this up,” I tell her. Especially when so
many people are turning to Amazon and other places that can afford to sell at
a massive markdown. This kind of store is always the result of someone’s
dream, and as with most dreams, it appears to be dying a slow, painful death.

“Hey,” Libby says. “What about number twelve?” At my blank stare, she
adds, eyes sparkling, “Save a local business. We should help this place!”

“And leave the sacrificial goats to fend for themselves?”

She swats me. “I’m serious.”

I chance another glance in Charlie’s general direction. “They might not
need our help.” Or want it.

She snorts. “I saw a copy of Everyone Poops shelved right next to a 1001
Chocolate Desserts cookbook.”

“Traumatizing,” I agree with a shudder.

“It’ll be fun,” Libby says. “I already have ideas.” She pulls a notebook
from her purse and starts scribbling, teeth sunk into her bottom lip.

I’m not thrilled by the prospect of spending even more time within a ten-
foot radius of Charlie after last night’s humiliating blip, but if this is what
Libby really wants to do, I’m not going to let one kiss—that allegedly “never
happened” anyway—scare me off.

Just like I’m not going to let it keep me from getting some work done
today. People always talk about compartmentalization like it’s a bad thing,
but I love the way that, when I work, everything else seems to get folded



away neatly in drawers, the books I’m working on swelling to the forefront,
immersing me every bit as wholly as reading my favorite chapter books did
when I was a kid. Like there’s nothing to worry over, plan, mourn, or figure
out.

I’m so engrossed I don’t even notice Libby’s paused her brainstorming to
slip away, until she comes back some time later with a fresh iced coffee from
across the street and a three-foot stack of small-town romance novels she’s
culled from the Goode Books shelves.

“It’s been months since I read more than five pages in a sitting,” she says
giddily. Unlike me, Libby does not read the last page first. She doesn’t even
read the jacket copy, preferring to go in without any preconceived notions.
Probably why she’s been known to throw books across the room.

“Once 1 tried to lock myself in the bathroom with a Rebekah
Weatherspoon novel,” she says. “Within minutes, Bea wet herself.”

“You need a second bathroom.”

“I need a second me.” She opens her book, and I click over to a new
browser, checking for new apartment listings. There’s nothing in Libby and
Brendan’s price range that doesn’t look like an SVU crime scene set.

An email comes in from Sharon then, and I tap over to it.

She’s doing well, and so is the baby, though they both plan to be in the
hospital for a bit, since he arrived prematurely. She’s sent me some pictures
of his tiny pink face in its tiny little knit cap. Honestly, all newborns look
more or less the same to me, but knowing he came from someone I like is
enough to make my heart swell.

It constricts again when I read on and get to the part of the email
dedicated to raving about Frigid. For a second, I’d almost forgotten that, in
just over a year, everyone I’ve ever worked with will read about Nadine
Winters. It’s that in-school-in-your-underwear nightmare times one hundred.

Even so, I feel a wash of pride when I read Sharon’s confirmation of what
I already knew: this is the right book. There’s an unquantifiable spark in
these pages, a sense of clarity and purpose.

Some books just have that inevitability from the beginning, an eerie déja
vu. You don’t know what’s going to happen, but you’re sure there’s no



avoiding it.
Much like the rest of Sharon’s email:

We'd like to bring in our very talented new editor-at-
large Charlie Lastra to get Dusty through the first round
of major edits. I'll send out another email making the
introduction between them but wanted to mention to you
first so you could prime the pump, so to speak.

Charlie’'s fantastic at what he does. Frigid will be in
excellent hands.

Flashes of Charlie’s excellent hands sizzle across my mind. I exit the
email with the ferocity of a teenager slamming a door and screaming, You’re
not my real dad!

If there’s anything more embarrassing than having a thinly veiled novel
about you published, it’s probably having that book edited by a man who felt
you up in a thunderstorm.

This is why the rules exist. To protect against this exact (okay,
approximate) scenario.

There’s only one way to handle this. Be the shark, Nora.

I stand, roll my shoulders back, and approach the register.

“Is she going to buy any of those,” Charlie drawls, tipping his chin toward
Libby’s tower of books, “or just get coffee all over them?”

“Has anyone ever told you you’re a natural at customer service?” I ask.

“No,” he says.

“Good. I know how you feel about liars.”

His lips part, but before he can retort, I say, “I’ll get Dusty on board—but
I have a stipulation.”

Charlie’s mouth jams shut, his eyes going flinty. “Let’s hear it.”

“Your notes go through me,” I say. “Dusty’s first publisher did a real
number on her psyche, and she’s just regaining her confidence. The last thing



she needs is you bulldozing her self-esteem.” He opens his mouth to object,
and I add, “Trust me. This is the only way it can work. If it can work at all.”

After a long moment of consideration, he stretches his hand across the
desk. “Okay, Stephens, you’ve got yourself a deal.”

I shake my head. I won’t be making the mistake of touching Charlie Lastra
again. “Nothing’s settled until I talk to her.”

He nods. “I’ll have my cocktail napkin and pen waiting for your
signature.”

“Oh, Charlie,” I say. “How adorable that you think I’d sign a contract
with anyone else’s pen.”

The corner of his mouth hitches. “You’re right,” he says. “I should’ve
guessed.”



B UT SHE WASN'T due until next month,” Dusty says.

“Trust me: I tried telling her that.” I pick at a bit of peeling paint on
the gazebo as I watch a plump bumblebee drunkenly spiral through the flower
beds. The woods are thick with the creaking-door chirp of cicadas, and the
sky’s turning a bruised shade of purple, the heat thick as ever. “But Charlie’s
really excited about this book, and from what I hear, he’s great at what he
does.”

Dusty says, “Didn’t we submit Once to him? And he passed?”

I tuck my phone between my shoulder and ear, moving my frizzy bangs
aside. “That’s right, but even then, he was adamant that he would love to see
your future projects.”

A long pause. “But you’ve never worked with him. I mean, you don’t
know what his editorial tastes are like.”

“Dusty, he’s in love with these pages. I mean that. And looking at his other
titles . . . I think Frigid makes sense for him.”

She sighs. “I can’t really say no, can I? I mean, not without seeming
difficult.”

“Look,” I say. “We’ve pushed this deadline back before, and if we have to
do it again, we will. But I think, timing wise, with the Once movie coming
out, your release couldn’t be positioned much better. And I’ll be there every
step of the way. I’ll run interference—do whatever I have to do to make sure
you'’re happy with how this book turns out. That’s what matters most.”

“That’s the other thing,” she says. “With Once, there was all this time. I
had your notes before we sold the book, and—this is all happening so fast,



and I knew with Sharon, we could make it work, but—I feel sort of
panicked.”

“If you want my notes, I’ll get you notes,” I promise. “We can fold them
into Charlie’s, so you’ll have two sets of eyes on it. Whatever you need,
Dusty, I’ve got you, okay?”

She lets out a breath. “Can I think about it? Just for a day or two?”

“Of course,” I say. “Take your time.”

If Charlie Lastra has to sweat, [ won’t complain.

Four of my clients have decided to have simultaneous meltdowns, about
everything from overzealous line edits to lackluster marketing plans. Two
more clients have sent me surprise manuscripts, mere weeks after I read their
last books.

I do my best to honor my promise to Libby—to be fully present with her
after five every day—but that just means I hardly come up for air during the
workday.

As different as we are, my sister and I are both creatures of habit, and we
fall into a rhythm almost immediately.

She wakes first, showers, then reads on the deck with a steaming cup of
decaf. I get up and run until I can barely breathe, take a scorching shower,
and meet her at the breakfast table as she’s dishing up hash browns or ricotta
pancakes or veggie-stuffed quiche.

The next fifteen minutes are devoted to a detailed description of Libby’s
dreams (famously grisly, disturbing, erotic, or all three). Afterward, we
FaceTime with Bea and Tala at Brendan’s mom’s house, during which Bea
recounts her dreams while Tala runs around, almost knocking things over and
shrieking, Look, Nono! I’m a dinosaur!

From there, I head to Goode Books, leaving Libby to call Brendan and do
whatever else she wants during her treasured alone time.

Charlie and I exchange sharp-edged pleasantries and I pay him for a cup
of coffee and then settle into my spot in the café, where I refuse to give him
the satisfaction of glancing his way no matter how often I feel his eyes on me.



By the third morning, he has my coffee waiting by the register. “What a
surprise,” he says. “Here at eight fifty-two, same as yesterday and the day
before.”

I grab the coffee and ignore the dig. “Dusty’s giving me her answer
tonight, by the way,” I say. “A free coffee isn’t going to change anything.”

He drops his voice, leans across the counter. “Because you’re holding out
hope for a giant check?”

“No,” I say. “It can be a normal-sized check, just needs a lot of zeroes.”

“When I want something, Nora,” he says, “I don’t give up easily.”

Externally, I’'m unaffected. Internally, my heart lurches against my
collarbone from his closeness or his voice or maybe what he just said. My
phone buzzes with an email, and I take it out, grateful for the distraction.
Until I see the message from Dusty: I'm in.

I resist an urge to clear my throat and instead meet his eyes coolly. “Looks
like you can forget the check. You’ll have pages by the end of the week.”

Charlie’s eyes flash with a borderline vicious excitement.

“Don’t look so victorious,” I say. “She’s asked me to be involved every
step of the way. Your edits go through me.”

“Is that supposed to scare me?”

“It should. I’m scary.”

He pitches forward over the desk, biceps tightening, mouth in a sultry
pout. “Not with those bangs. You’re extremely approachable.”

Most days I don’t see Libby until after work. Sometimes I even get back to
the cottage before her, and she guards her alone time so jealously that every
time I ask her how she spent those nine hours, she gives me an increasingly
ridiculous answer (hard drugs; torrid affair with a door-to-door vacuum
salesman; started the paperwork to join a cult). On Friday, though, she
joins me around lunchtime with veggie sandwiches from Mug + Shot that are
about eighty percent kale. With a full mouth, she says, “This sandwich tastes
exceptionally unplugged.”



“I just got a bite of pure dirt,” I say.

“Lucky,” Libby says. “I’m still only getting kale.”

After we eat, I return to work and Libby turns her focus to a Mhairi
McFarlane novel, gasping and laughing so regularly and loudly that, finally,
Charlie’s gruff voice calls from the other room, “Could you keep that down?
Every time you gasp like that, you almost give me a heart attack.”

“Well, your café chairs are giving me hemorrhoids, so I’d say we’re
even,” Libby replies.

A minute later, Charlie appears and thrusts two velvet throw pillows at
us. “Your majesties,” he says, scowl/pouting before returning to his post.

Libby’s eyes light up and she leans over to stage-whisper to me. “Did he
just bring us butt pillows?”

“I believe he did,” I agree.

“Count von Lastra has a beating heart,” she says.

“I can hear you,” he calls.

“The undead have famously heightened senses,” I tell Libby.

Throughout the week, the rings around Libby’s eyes have faded, her color
returning and cheeks plumping so quickly that it feels like those strained
months were a dream.

In direct contrast, every day darkens the circles around Charlie’s eyes. I’d
guess he’s having trouble sleeping too—I have yet to fall asleep in our dead-
silent, pitch-black cottage before three a.m., and most nights I startle awake,
heart racing and skin cold, at least once.

At precisely five, I close my laptop, Libby puts her book away, and we
head out.

My concerns about Sunshine Falls disappointing her have largely come to
naught. Libby’s more or less content to wander, popping into musty antique
stores or pausing to watch an impressively brutal seniors’ kickboxing class
in the town square.

Every so often we pass a placard proclaiming to be the site of a pivotal
scene from Once. Never mind that three separate buildings claim to be the
site of the apothecary, including an empty space whose windows are



plastered with posters reading, RENT THE APOTHECARY FROM HIT
NOVEL ONCE IN A LIFETIME! PRIMO LOCATION!

“I haven’t heard anyone say primo since the eighties,” Libby says.

“You weren’t alive in the eighties,” I point out.

“Precisely.”

Back at the cottage, she cooks a big dinner: sweet summer corn and
creamy potato salad with crisp chives, a salad topped with shaved
watermelon and toasted sesame, and grilled tempeh burgers on brioche buns,
with thick slices of tomato and red onion, all smothered with avocado.

I chop whatever she tells me to, then watch her rechop it to her liking. It’s
a strange reversal, seeing the things my baby sister has mastered that I never
got around to. It makes me proud, but also sort of sad. Maybe this is how
parents feel when their kids grow up, like some piece of them has become
fundamentally unknowable.

“Remember when you were going to be a chef?” I ask one night while I'm
chopping basil and tomato for a pizza she’s making.

She gives a noncommittal hm that could mean of course as easily as not
ringing any bells.

She was always so smart, so creative. She could’ve done anything, and I
know she loves being a mom, but I can also understand why she needed this
so badly, the chance to be a lone person before she’s got a newborn attached
to her hip again.

Like every night so far, we eat dinner out on the deck, and afterward, once
I’ve washed the dishes and put everything away, we scour the trunk full of
board games and play dominoes out on the deck, the strands of globe lights
our only illumination.

A little after ten, Libby shuffles to bed, and I go back to the kitchen table
to hunt through apartment listings online. Soon I have to face the fact of the
wonky internet and give up, but I’'m not even close to tired, so I stuff my feet
into Libby’s Crocs and wander out into the meadow at the front of the
cottage. The moonlight and stars are bright enough to turn the grass silvery,
and the humidity holds the day’s heat close, the sweet, grassy smell thick in
the air.



Feeling so entirely alone is unnerving, in the same way as staring at the
ocean at night, or watching thunderclouds form. In New York, it’s impossible
to escape the feeling of being one person among millions, as if you’re all
nerve endings in one vast organism. Here, it’s easy to feel like the last person
on earth.

Around one, I climb into bed and stare at the ceiling for an hour or so
before I drift off.

On Saturday morning, we follow our usual schedule, but when I walk into
the bookstore, I come up short.

“Hello there!” The tiny woman behind the register smiles as she stands,
the scents of jasmine and weed wafting off her. “Can I help you?”

She looks like a woman who’s spent her life outside, her olive skin
permanently freckled, the sleeves of her denim shirt rolled up her dainty
forearms. She has coarse, dark hair that falls to her shoulders; a pretty, round
face; and dark eyes that crinkle at the corners to accommodate her smile. The
crease beneath her lip is the giveaway.

Sally Goode, the owner of our cottage. Charlie’s mother.

“Um,” I say, hoping my smile is natural. I hate when I have to think about
what my face is doing, especially because I'm never convinced it’s
translating. I wasn’t planning to stay long, just an hour or so to work through
some more email before meeting Libby for lunch, but now I feel guilty using
the Wi-Fi for free.

I grab the first book I see, The Great Family Marconi, one of those books
fated to be hurled across a room by my sister, then picked up by me. Unlike
Libby, I loved the last page so much I read it a dozen times before flipping
back to the front. “Just this!”

“My son edited this one,” Sally Goode says proudly. “That’s what he
does, for a living.”

“Oh.” Someone get me a public speaking trophy, I’'m on fire. Only
speaking to Libby and Charlie for a week has clearly diminished my capacity
to slip into Professional Nora.

Sally tells me my total, and when I hand over my card, her eyes slide
across it. “Thought that might be you! Not often I don’t recognize someone in



here. I’m Sally—you’re staying in my cottage.”

“Oh, wow, hi!” I say, once again hoping I come across as a human, raised
by other humans. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too—how’s the place working out for you? You want a bag for the
book?”

I shake my head and accept the book and card back. “Gorgeous! Great.”

“It is, isn’t it?” she says. “Been in my family as long as this shop. Four
generations. If we hadn’t had kids, we would’ve lived there forever. Lots of
happy memories.”

“Any ghosts?” I ask her.

“Not that I’ve ever seen, but if you meet any, tell them Sally says hi. And
not to scare off my guests.” She pats the counter. “You girls need anything up
at the cottage? Firewood? Roasting stakes for marshmallows? I’ll send my
son over with some wood, just in case.”

Oh, Lord. “That’s okay.”

“He’s got nothing to do anyway.”

Except his two full-time jobs, one of which she just mentioned.

“It’s not necessary,” I insist.

Then she insists, saying verbatim, “I insist.”

“Well,” T say, “thanks.” After a few minutes of work in the café, I thank
her again and slip out into the dazzlingly sunny street to cross over to Mug +
Shot.

My phone gives a short, snappy vibration. A text from an unknown
number.

Why is my mother texting me about how hot you are?

This can only be one person.

Weird, I write. Think it has anything to do with the fact that | just
went to the bookstore in nothing but a patent leather trench coat?

Charlie replies with a screenshot of some texts between him and his mom.
Cottage guest is very pretty, Sally writes, then, separately, No ring.
Charlie replied: Oh? Thinking about leaving Dad?



She ignored his comment and instead said, Tall. You always liked tall
girls.

What are you talking about, Charlie wrote back, no question mark.

Remember your homecoming date? Lilac Walter-Hixon? She was
practically a giant.

That was the eighth-grade formal, he said. It was before my growth
spurt.

Well this girl's very pretty and tall but not too tall.

I stifle a laugh.

Tall but not TOO tall, I tell Charlie, can also be added to my
headstone.

He says, I'll make a note.

I say, She told me you would bring wood over to the cottage for me.

He says, Please swear to me you didn't make a “too late for that”
joke.

No, but Principal Schroeder was in the café, and I've heard the
gossip moves fast here, so it's only a matter of time.

Sally’s going to be so disappointed in you, Charlie says.

Me? What about her SON, the Rake of Main Street?

The ship of her disappointment in me set sail a long time ago. I'd
have to do something WAY sluttier to let her down now.

When she finds your stash of Bigfoot erotica under your race car
bed, maybe the ship will circle back.

Outside Mug + Shot, I lean against the sun-warmed window, the trees
lining the lane rustling in a gentle breeze that heightens the smell of espresso
in the air.

Another message comes in. A page from the Bigfoot Christmas book,
featuring a particularly egregious use of decking the halls, as well as a
reference to a sex move called the Voracious Yeti, which doesn’t sound
remotely anatomically possible.

Libby walks into my periphery. “Already done with the Wi-Fi?”



“Thoroughly unplugged,” I reply. “Have you ever heard of the Voracious
Yeti?”

“That a children’s book?”

“Sure.”

“I’1l have to look it up.”

My phone vibrates with another message: | find the Voracious Yeti
highly implausible.

I find myself smiling, possibly with knives. So disappointing. Really
pulls the reader out of an otherwise stunning work of realism.



SIT UP, GASPING, cold, panicked.
Libby.

Where is Libby?

My eyes zigzag across the room, searching for something grounding. The
first rays of sunlight streaming through a window. The sound of pots and pans
clanking. The smell of brewing coffee drifting through the door.

I’m in the cottage.

It’s okay. She’s here. She’s okay.

At home, when I’m anxious, I cycle. When I need a boost of energy, I
cycle. When I need to knock myself out, I cycle. When I can’t focus, I cycle.

Here, running is my only option.

I dress quietly, pull on my muddy sneakers, and creep down the stairs to
sneak out into the cool morning. I shiver as I cross the foggy meadow, picking
up my pace at the woods.

I leap over a gnarled root, then thunder across the footbridge that arcs
over the creek.

My throat starts to burn, but the fear is still chasing me. Maybe it’s being
here, feeling so far away from Mom, or maybe it’s spending so much time
with Libby, but something is bringing me back to all those things I try not to
think about.

It feels like there’s poison inside of me. No matter how hard I run, I can’t
burn through it. For once, I wish I could cry, but I can’t. I haven’t since the
morning of the funeral.

I pick up my pace.



“I’ve found him!” Libby squeals, running into the bathroom as I’m trying to
coax my curtain bangs into submission, against the express wishes of the
unrelenting humidity.

She thrusts her phone toward me, and I squint at a headshot of an
attractive man with short, chocolaty hair and gray eyes. He’s wearing a down
vest over a plaid shirt and gazing across a foggy lake. Over his picture is
BLAKE, 36.

“Libby!” I shriek, realization dawning. “Why the hell are you on a dating
app?”

“I’mnot,” she says. “You are.”

“I am definitely not,” I say.

“I made an account for you,” she says. “It’s a new app. Very marriage
minded. I mean, it’s called Marriage of Minds.”

“MOM?” 1 say. “The acronym for the app is MOM? Sometimes I worry
about the severe lack of warning bells in your brain, Libby.”

“Blake’s an avid fisherman who’s unsure if he wants kids,” she says.
“He’s a teacher, and a night owl—Ilike you—and extremely physically
active.”

I snatch the phone and read for myself. “Libby. It says here he’s looking
for a down-to-earth woman who doesn’t mind spending her Saturdays
cheering on the Tar Heels.”

“You don’t need someone exactly like you, Sissy,” Libby says gently.
“You need someone who appreciates you. I mean, you obviously don’t need
anyone, period, but you deserve someone who understands how special you
are! Or at least someone who can give you a low-pressure night out.”

She’s looking at me now with that hopeful Libby look of hers. It’s halfway
between the expression of a cat who’s dropped a mouse at a person’s feet
and that of a kid handing over a Mother’s Day drawing, blissfully unaware
that Mommy’s “snow hat” looks only and exactly like a giant penis.

Blake is the penis hat in this scenario.

“Couldn’t we just have a low-pressure night out together?” I ask.

»



She glances away with an apologetic grimace. “Blake already thinks he’s
meeting you at Poppa Squat’s for karaoke night.”

“Nearly every part of that sentence is concerning.”

She wilts. “I thought you wanted to switch things up, not be so . . .”

Nadine Winters, a voice in my mind says. It takes me a second to
recognize it as the husky, teasing timbre of Charlie. I suppress a groan of
resignation.

It’s one night, and Libby’s gone to a lot of trouble for this very weird gift.

“I guess I should google what a Tar Heel is beforehand,” I say.

A grin breaks across her face. If Mom’s smile was springtime, Libby’s is
full summer. She says, “No way. That’s what we call a conversation starter.”

Libby (acting as me) didn’t tell Blake where we were staying, and instead
suggested I (secretly we) meet him at Poppa Squat’s around seven. In her
flowy wrap dress with her hair perfectly tousled and pink gloss smudged
across her lips, you’d think she had something better to do than nurse a soda
and lime while watching me from across the bar, but she seems perfectly
excited for the underwhelming night ahead.

Normally, I’d arrive to a date early, but we’re operating on Libby’s
timeline and thus arrive ten minutes late. Outside the front doors, she stops
me by the elbow. “We should go in separately. So he doesn’t know we’re
together.”

“Right,” T say. “That will make it easier to knock him out and empty his
pockets. What should our signal be?”

She rolls her eyes. “I will go in first. I’ll scope him out and make sure
he’s not carrying a sword, or wearing a pin-striped vest, or doing close-up
magic for strangers.”

“Basically that he’s none of the four horsemen of the apocalypse.”

“I’11 text you when it’s safe to come in.”

Forty seconds after she slips inside, she sends me a thumbs-up, and I
follow.



It’s hotter in Poppa Squat’s than it is outside, probably because it’s
packed.

The crowd is drunkenly singing “Sweet Home Alabama” around and on
the karaoke stage at the back of the room, and the whole place smells like
sweat and spilled beer.

Blake, 36, is sitting at the first table, facing the door with his hands folded
like he’s here with Ruth from HR to fire me.

“Blake?” I outstretch a hand.

“Nora?” He doesn’t get up.

“Yep.”

“You look different than your picture,” he replies.

“Haircut,” I say, taking my seat, hand unshaken.

“You didn’t say how tall you were in your profile,” he says. This from a
man who listed himself as six feet and an inch but can’t be taller than five
nine unless he’s wearing stilts under this table.

So at least dating in Sunshine Falls is exactly the same as in New York.

“Didn’t occur to me it would matter.”

“How tall are you?” Blake asks.

“Um,” I stall, hoping this will give him time to rethink his first-date
strategy. No such luck. “Five eleven.”

“Are you a model?” He says this hopefully, like the right answer could
excuse a multitude of height-related sins.

There is, of course, the misconception that straight men universally love
tall, thin women. Being such a woman, I can debunk this.

Many men are too insecure to date a tall woman. Many of those who
aren’t are assholes looking for a trophy. It has less to do with attraction than
status. Which is only effective if the tall person is a model. If you’re dating
someone taller than you and she’s a model, then you must be hot and
interesting. If you’re dating someone taller than you and she’s a literary agent,
cue the jokes about her wearing your balls on a silver necklace.

On the bright side, at least Blake, 36, isn’t asking about—

“What size are your shoes?” His face is pinched as if in pain. Same,
Blake. Same.



“What are you drinking?” I say. “Alcohol? Alcohol sounds good.”

The waitress approaches, and before she can get a word out, I say, “Two
very large gin martinis, please.” She must see the familiar signs of first-date
misery on me, because she skips her welcome speech, nods, and virtually
sprints to put in our order.

“I don’t drink,” Blake says.

“No worries,” I say, “I’ll drink yours.”

Back by the pool tables, Libby grins and flashes two thumbs up.



YOU WOULD THINK he’d be in a hurry to call this thing what it is:

dead in the water.

But Blake is not a casual MOM user. He’s on the prowl for a wife, and
despite my hulking stature, giantess feet, and indulgence in gin, he’s not
willing to let me go until he’s individually clarified that I don’t know how to
make any of his favorite foods.

“I really don’t cook,” I say, when we’ve made it through Super Bowl
finger foods and moved on to various fried fish.

“Not even tilapia?” he says.

I shake my head.

“Salmon?” he asks.

“No.”

“Catfish?”

“Like the TV show?” I say.

He briefly pauses the inquest when the front doors swing open and
Charlie Lastra steps inside. I fight an urge to sink in my chair and hide behind
the menu, but it wouldn’t matter. The second a person walks through those
doors they come face-to-face with our table, and Charlie’s eyes snap right to
me, his expression somersaulting through surprise to something like distaste
and then wicked glee.

It really is like watching a storm building in a time-lapse video,
culminating in that flash-crack of lightning.

He nods at me before beelining toward the bar, and Blake resumes his
fish list. Just like that, I lose another fifteen minutes of my life.



Blake was handsome in his photographs, but I truly find this man heinous.

I pat the table and stand. “You need anything from the bar?”

“I don’t drink,” he reminds me, sounding awfully impatient for a man
who’s heard the sentence I don’t cook seventeen times in the last thirty
minutes without it making any lasting impression.

I can’t actually order another drink. A third cocktail and I’d probably
make Blake stand back-to-back with me while our waitress measured us. Or
maybe I’d actually knock him out and steal his wallet.

Either way, I’m on a mission to find Libby rather than booze, but this
place is jammed. I wedge myself against the bar and pull out my phone to
find not one but two missed calls from Dusty, along with a text message
apologizing for calling so late. I fire off a reply asking if she’s all right and
whether I can call her back in twenty minutes, then type out a message to
Libby: WHERE ARE YOU? As I hit send, I push onto my tiptoes to scan the
crowd.

“If you’re looking for your dignity,” someone says through the roar of
conversation (and the girls screaming “Like a Virgin” at the back of the
room), “you won’t find it here.”

Charlie sits around the corner of the bar with a glistening bottle of Coors.

“What’s so undignified about karaoke night?” I ask. “I mean, you’re
here.”

Someone steps between us to order. Charlie leans behind her to continue
the conversation, and I do too. “Yes, but I’m not here with Blake Carlisle.”

I glance over my shoulder. Blake is staring longingly at a brunette who
looks about four foot six.

“Grow up together?” I guess.

“Very few people who are born here ever escape,” he says sagely.

“Does the Sunshine Falls Tourism Bureau know about you?” I ask.

The woman standing between us clearly has no plans to leave, but we just
keep talking around her, leaning in front of and then behind her depending on
her posture.

“No, but I’m sure they’ll want an endorsement from you once you’ve done
your walk of shame from Blake’s house. I’ve got it on good authority he has a



carpeted bathroom.”

“Joke’s on you, because I haven’t slept over at a man’s apartment in like
ten years.”

Charlie’s eyes glint, another lightning strike across the dark clouds of his
face. “I am desperate for more information.”

“I have an intense nighttime skin care routine. I don’t like to miss it, and it
doesn’t all fit in a handbag.” My mom used to say, You can’t control the
passage of time, but you can soften its blow to your face.

His head cocks to one side as he considers my half-truth of an answer.
“So how’d you end up here with Blake? Throw a dart at a phone book?”

“Have you heard of MOM?”

“That woman who works at the bookstore?” Charlie deadpans. “I think
so. Why?”

“The dating app.” I smack the bar as the realization hits me. “Do you think
that’s why they named it that? So you could be like, Mom set me up?”

Charlie balks. “I would never go out with someone Sally set me up with.”

“Your mom thinks I’'m gorgeous,” I remind him.

“I’m aware,” he says.

“I guess we’ve already established that you wouldn’t date me though,” 1
say.

His brow lifts, tugging at one corner of his mouth. “Oh, we’re going to do
this now?” He fails to hide a pouty smirk behind his beer bottle. As he sips,
the crease under his lip deepens, and my insides start fizzing.

“Do what?”

“The thing where we pretend I rejected you.”

“You exactly rejected me,” I say.

“You said wait,” he challenges.

“Yes, and you apparently heard I’m going to tase you in the crotch.”

“You said it was a mistake,” he says. “Fervently.”

“You said that first!” I say.

He snorts. “We both know”—the woman between us has finally left, and
Charlie slides onto her abandoned seat—*all that was for you was a checked



box on your extremely depressing list, and that’s not a game I’'m interested in
playing, Nora.”

“Oh, please. You don’t even qualify for the list. You’re as city-person as
it gets.” Immediately I regret saying it. I could’ve pretended the kiss was
calculated; now he knows I just wanted it.

The way his beer bottle pauses against his parted lips, like I’ve caught
him off guard, al