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AUTHOR’S NOTE

While my books all have fun cartoon covers, there are some serious topics that may be inside. If you feel trigger warnings are spoilers, please skip the following paragraph and enjoy the book. If you’d like some potentially spoilery content guidance, proceed to the paragraph below.

Content warnings: alcoholism (secondary characters, past parental), mention of DWI, anaphylaxis (nut allergy), panic attack, PTSD, depression (secondary character), recent death of MMC’s mother (died of cirrhosis of the liver because of alcoholism three months ago), physical assault, poverty/financial stress, identity theft, on page animal death of garter snake, off page mention of a dog killing a rodent and frog, incontinence (secondary character), diet culture (athlete diet), past house foreclosure (FMC’s father stopped paying bills), past death of MMC’s father (heart attack at eighty-three), hangover, cigarettes (secondary characters), reference to song about a fan who commits murder-suicide of pregnant girlfriend, a rough kiss without consent.
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CHRIS

My phone was ringing.

It was five fifteen in the morning.

Mike.

I was only half awake when I hit the answer button. “What.”

“Bro, I need you to do me a favor.”

I groaned. “What favor?”

“I need you to drive Larissa and her mom to the hospital.”

I squeezed my eyes shut in the dark.

My best friend was a lot of things. He was loyal to a fault. He’d give you the shirt off his back. He was hilarious, generous, and protective of the people he cared about. But he was also the most likely to call you at some ungodly hour with a request that started with “I need a favor.”

“I told her I would take them,” he said. “Her car’s in the shop and her mom’s car is stick and Larissa doesn’t know how to drive it. It’s her mom’s surgery today.”

I rolled onto my back. “And you can’t do it why?”

“I screwed up, man. I hit it too hard last night. I’ve got the hangover of the fucking century. I think I’m still drunk.”

“Mike, it’s my day off. I’m tired.”

“I know. Look, there’s nobody else to take them. Jesse took Becca down to Wakan for their anniversary. Xavier’s in town but he’s not picking up. I even asked my mom.”

“I don’t even know Larissa,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. “I only met her that one time.”

“Come on, dude. She’ll never get a lift this early in the morning.”

“Can’t her mom drive them there? They can get a rideshare back.”

“And leave the car in the parking lot? And then she’s gonna be there by herself while her mom’s in surgery. Don’t make me beg you. I need this. Please.”

I stared at the ceiling in the dark. Fuck. I kicked out of my blankets. “Why’d you drink so much if you knew you had to be somewhere early?” I turned on the lamp on my nightstand and winced at the light.

“It got away from me. Look, I’ll pay you back. I’ll wash your car, dude, I’ll do anything. It took me six weeks to get this girl to have coffee with me. She might not even talk to me after this if I leave her hanging. I like her so much, I can’t mess this up.”

I pulled a hoodie over my head. “You owe me big-time. I’m serious.”

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Hey, don’t tell her I’m hungover, okay? I’m gonna say I have a migraine.”

“Whatever. Just text me the address.” I hung up on him.

I stood in the middle of my room momentarily, too irritated to move.

This crap would annoy me on a good day.

I hadn’t had a good day in a while.

All I wanted to do was sleep and be left alone. Mostly the second one.

The guys insisted on hauling me out of my house as much as humanly possible—which I appreciated objectively because they were trying to help. But this situation was Mike being Mike. And who the hell was he out drinking with? God knows if the guys had gone anywhere last night, I would have been kidnapped and thrown in the trunk.

I dragged myself to the bathroom to get cleaned up.

Twenty minutes later, I was pulling in front of a small building in a not-so-great neighborhood. The Windsor Castle Apartments.

This place was the furthest thing from a castle I’d ever seen. The units had bars on the windows. The walkway was cracked and bulging, and there was a stained mattress on the curb out front next to a busted TV with rabbit-ear antennas. I threw the car in park and steeled myself for human interaction before I got out. The sun was barely up. Fucking Mike.

I did my best to keep my mood off my face and knocked on door 104. After a moment, Larissa answered. She was in a gray hoodie, no makeup. Her blond hair was in a ponytail, and her blue eyes were bloodshot.

She waited tables at Donna’s, Mike’s mom’s café. I’d seen her there a few times, but she’d never waited on me. I only actually met her once, two months ago for five minutes. It was after a concert I’d been forced to attend. She’d been barefoot and she needed a ride home. It had been between me and Mike.

She chose Mike.

It struck me again how pretty she was. It had struck me that night at the concert too. Me and Mike both.

She blinked at me. “Where’s Mike?”

“He didn’t tell you?” I asked.

“No…”

Aaaand of course he forgot to text her.

“Mike’s got a migraine,” I said. “He asked me if I could take you. I’m Chris. We met that one night.”

“I remember…” she said tentatively.

She chewed her lip, then glanced over her shoulder before coming back to me. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice low. “I can call a rideshare.”

“I was up,” I lied. “I had nothing to do today,” I lied again. “It’s my pleasure. Really.”

Someone came from behind her. A middle-aged woman in a beanie. She stopped when she saw me. “Oh. Where’s Mike, hon?”

I smiled at her around Larissa. “Mike is sick this morning. I’m Chris, his best friend.”

“Chris, this is my mom, Nancy,” Larissa said, still looking uncertain.

“Nice to meet you.” I reached for the duffel bag Nancy was holding. “Let me take that for you.”

“Wow. Such a gentleman,” she said, handing it over, giving her daughter an unsure glance.

Both women looked like they’d been crying.

I didn’t know what kind of surgery Nancy was having. It was none of my business, so I wasn’t going to pry, but this was clearly something very personal taking place this morning and they’d trusted Mike enough to ask him to get them there, and he’d sent a stranger to do it instead. And didn’t even call to let them know—probably because he was passed out.

I was so pissed at him.

“Should we get going?” I asked.

Larissa nodded. “Yes. Thank you.”

They followed me out to the car. I put Nancy’s bag in the trunk and opened the doors for them both. Larissa made her mom take the front seat. Her mom smelled like cigarettes.

It was a twenty-minute ride to Royaume Northwestern Hospital. I was thinking it was going to be a quiet one, but then Nancy turned in her seat to look at Larissa. “You know, the Lord gives his toughest battles to his strongest warriors.”

“Mom, stop,” Larissa said.

Nancy faced front again. Then she turned to me. “So how long have you known Mike?”

“Twenty-five years,” I said, getting onto the freeway.

“Larissa, didn’t you say there were a couple of them that night you all met? At the concert?” Nancy asked over her shoulder.

When Larissa didn’t answer, I did.

“There were four of us,” I said. “Xavier and Jesse are the other two.”

“Are all of you so handsome?”

I choked.

“Mom!”

“What?” Nancy said, pivoting to look at her daughter. “He’s handsome. Are we supposed to just sit here and pretend like we don’t notice?”

Heat crept up my neck.

Larissa was behind me, so I couldn’t see her in the mirror, but I could somehow feel her glaring at her mother anyway.

“So, do you have a girlfriend?” Nancy asked me wryly.

“Uh, no, not right now.”

“Why not?”

“Mom…” Larissa’s voice was a warning.

Nancy let out a dramatic sigh, like Larissa was ruining her fun from the back seat.

“I’m just taking a little break right now from dating,” I said, changing lanes.

“Huh.” She sniffed the sleeve of her sweater. “This smells like soup. Larissa, are you cooking without the fan on again? All my clothes smell like onions.”

I didn’t smell soup. I did smell smoke, though.

“I didn’t cook anything without the fan on, Mom.”

She sniffed her sleeve again. “You probably smell like soup, too, if it’s on me. Smell your hoodie.”

No answer from the back seat.

I couldn’t tell you how I knew it, but I sensed that Larissa was about to cry.

“Do you like podcasts?” I asked, changing the subject.

“Sometimes…” Nancy said.

“You’ll love this,” I said, turning on the radio.

I put on a comedy series I sometimes listened to on the way to the pharmacy and I turned it up enough that her mom couldn’t keep talking. Thankfully it worked.

When we pulled up to the patient drop-off, Larissa’s mom got out and then Larissa leaned into the open door. “Thank you.”

“I’m just going to park the car and then I’ll meet you inside,” I said.

“Oh, you don’t have to do that.”

“Mike asked me to stay with you—”

“I’m fine. Really, I am. Thank you so much. I can get a rideshare back.”

Then she closed the door before I could argue and started walking her mom to the automatic doors.

I waited for a minute, watching her go like she might spin around and change her mind.

She didn’t.

I know I should have been relieved that I’d just gotten my day back, but I wasn’t. Mike had seemed adamant that he didn’t want her alone. It didn’t feel right leaving.

Part of me considered parking and going in anyway, but on the chance she didn’t want my company, I opted not to. I didn’t know her well enough, didn’t want to force my presence on her.

I put the car in drive and was almost to the street when I realized Nancy left her bag in the trunk. I didn’t have Larissa’s number to text her to meet me out front. I had no choice. I parked and went in.
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LARISSA


The second they took Mom back to the OR, I burst into tears again.

I’d been crying most of last night and part of this morning. Mom too.

Dad had used my Social Security number to open credit cards in my name. I found out because they’d garnished the tax return I’d been waiting on to fix my car. I got the email yesterday.

Mom wasn’t working, and we were barely making the rent. I didn’t know how we were going to pay these medical bills, and now I didn’t even know how I was going to afford to get my car out of the shop. I couldn’t take any more time off work. I was living paycheck to paycheck, doing odd jobs just to afford groceries.

I’d babysat last night until midnight for the lady upstairs to make twenty extra dollars. I put him to bed at nine and fell asleep on the sofa, and he pried my eyelid open to tell me he woke up and drew a picture of me—on the wall of his room with his mom’s makeup. I laughed because it was so not funny, it was.

I felt so bad for the mess, I didn’t even take the money.

I pulled my legs into my chest on the gray waiting room chair and put my forehead to my knees.

I didn’t want to be alone at the hospital. I wanted to go home.

I wanted to put on my ratty emotional support grandma underwear and take off my bra and climb into bed and sleep until it was over. I wanted to order delivery food I couldn’t afford so I could eat something I didn’t have to cook and most of all I wanted someone else to figure it out. The brain energy it took for me to just do the basics at this point was more than I had to spare.

And on top of all of it, according to Mom, I probably smelled like soup.

I cried harder.

I was weeping softly into my knees, grateful that I somehow had the whole surgical waiting room to myself to sob in peace, when someone cleared their throat. My head shot up. Chris stood in the entrance, holding Mom’s bag.

When he’d showed up this morning instead of Mike, I’d almost broken down right then and there.

I didn’t like to ask for help, it had taken a lot for me to do that. Then Mike sent Chris instead of coming himself.

I could barely process it. I felt horrible that a man who barely knew me had to wake up so early to come do this. I was embarrassed by Mom’s nervous word vomit in the car, I was upset that Mike made us an inconvenience for somebody else, and I was baffled at why he hadn’t given me a heads-up and sent Chris unannounced.

I liked Mike. He was funny and distracting, and I’d needed that more than I’d realized with the last few months being so draining. But after what happened this morning, I was seriously questioning whether I should keep dating him.

I probably wasn’t being fair. He had a migraine. Maybe it took everything he had just to call Chris and get him to come instead. Maybe he was in excruciating pain and looking at his phone was debilitating. But something felt off about it, and I was too emotionally and mentally exhausted to examine it. I’d barely eaten last night, I was shaky from low blood sugar, I had a caffeine headache creeping in, and I was likely not thinking rationally, but my knee-jerk reaction to Mike not showing was to just break things off because I did not have the capacity to deal with unreliable people right now.

Chris stared at me for another few seconds. Then he grabbed a handful of tissues from the box on the coffee table, walked across the room, and sat down next to me.

“Here.” He put the Kleenex into my hands.

I took them. “Thanks.” I wiped my nose.

“Are you okay?” he asked gently.

I nodded at my hands in my lap.

He didn’t say anything and after a moment I looked up at him. He was sitting there studying me. He looked genuinely concerned.

He had really pretty brown eyes. It struck me as weird I hadn’t noticed them the night we met. Maybe the lighting wasn’t as good. I also hadn’t been this close. Or maybe I hadn’t registered how kind those eyes were and that’s what made them beautiful now.

“Nancy left her bag in the trunk,” he said.

“I know.” I sniffed. “I didn’t have your number to call you. Mike isn’t replying to my texts.”

“Migraine.”

“Yeah. I know.” I drew in a shaky breath. “Thank you. You can go home now. I’ll be fine.”

“No.”

It took me a second to register what he’d said. “What?”

“No,” he said again. “I’m staying.” He gazed at me levelly.

I laughed a little, and it completely threw me out of my spiral. “What if I don’t want you to stay?” I asked.

“Don’t care. I took a job. I’m gonna do it. And you can’t fire me. You didn’t hire me, you’re not my boss.”

He got an amused scoff out of me.

“Have you eaten yet today?” he asked.

I shook my head. “No.”

“Why don’t we go get breakfast. My treat.”

“I… I don’t know if I should leave…”

“She’ll be in surgery for at least an hour,” he said.

“How do you know? You don’t even know what surgery she’s having. Unless Mike told you.”

“He didn’t tell me. With prep and recovery, no surgery takes less than an hour. The hospital has a text message notification system for updates. I’m sure they set you up,” he said. “There’s a café just across the street. If they page, we can have you back here in five minutes.”

He waited for my reply.

“I’m hungry but I don’t think I can eat,” I said.

“Then maybe we should just go, sit down in a booth, and rate the bread.”

“Rate the bread…” I said slowly.

“Yeah. They’re a bakery too. We can get a bunch of different loaves and eat them. Rate them from one to ten. When your stomach’s upset, you can always eat bread.”

He looked at me, stone-cold serious.

I let out a breath. “Okay. I have to check the menu, though. I have a nut allergy.”

“Oh. Okay. I’ll do it.”

Then without another word, he pulled out his phone and dialed.

I don’t know why this made me want to cry again. Maybe because I was exhausted and even the small task of making sure the restaurant was safe felt overwhelming to me right now?

I watched him call.

“Peanut allergy or tree nuts?” he said, putting the phone to his ear.

“Both.”

He nodded. “Hi,” he said. “I was wondering if you have any nuts on the menu? I was going to come by with someone who has a nut allergy. Are you sure? Can you triple-check? Ask the chefs. Okay.”

He moved the phone away from his mouth. “I’m on hold. They’re checking with the kitchen. Is the allergy severe?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Do you have Benadryl?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Where’s your EpiPen?”

“In my purse?”

“Let me see it.”

“You want to see my EpiPen,” I deadpanned.

“Yes.”

“Okay…” I took it out and handed it to him.

He cradled the phone with his shoulder and looked at the expiration date and then the color of the liquid. He seemed to be satisfied with its condition and handed it back to me.

“It passes inspection?” I asked, mildly entertained.

“I’m a pharmacist. Minnesota has big temperature fluctuations, which can affect the quality. This one looks good.”

When I kept giving him a look, he gave a goofy one back to me.

“I’ve been entrusted with your care and I’m taking you out to eat,” he said. “I like to know your rescue medication isn’t expired.”

Before I could reply, the person came back on the line. “None at all?” he said into the phone. “No Nutella or peanut butter or almond flour? Great. Okay, we’ll be right over.”

He hung up. “Nut free.” He nodded over his shoulder. “Come on. Let’s go get you some coffee.”

We made the short walk across the street and he held the door for me on the way in.

The place was cute—small with a bar full of red stools and booths against the window with tiny vases that had a single pink carnation in them. There was a cold case with muffins and pies and cookies in it by the register and baskets full of fresh baked breads on the wall behind it.

The hostess put us in a seat by the window. A minute later, our waitress came over with coffee. She was a middle-aged woman who reminded me a lot of Mom. “You kids need a minute with the menu?” she asked, filling our cups.

“We’re going to do five loaves of bread,” Chris said.

She looked at us over her glasses. “Five? They’re big, you know.”

“Yeah. We want to try them all,” he said.

“Okay…” she said. “How about for your girlfriend?” She looked at me. “You just want bread?”

“Oh, I’m not his girlfriend,” I said.

“She’s my best friend’s girlfriend,” Chris said.

“Huh,” she said, uninterested. “You want the pumpernickel too?”

“Is it good?” he asked.

She gave a shrug. “Not my cup of tea. Cindy, what do you think about the pumpernickel?” she called over her shoulder to another server wiping a table down.

“It’s kind of ass.”

Chris glanced at me, and we shared an amused look.

“What do you think?” he asked.

“Pumpernickel’s rye, right? I like rye,” I said.

“Me too,” Chris said. “Ass can be subjective. We’ll take it.”

The waitress mouthed “Ass can be subjective” while she wrote the order down. Then she grabbed our menus and left.

“I’m not really his girlfriend,” I said once she was out of earshot.

He lowered his coffee cup. “Oh. Sorry. I just didn’t know how else to—”

“It’s fine. We’re just seeing each other right now. It’s not anything official.”

“Noted. Do you have a pen?”

“I think so.” I dug in my purse and handed him a generic ballpoint. He started writing on a napkin.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Making a bread-ranking scoreboard.”

I watched him with amusement while he drew a grid. “You’re really serious about this,” I said.

“Aren’t you? This is important work we’re doing.”

He finished the tally sheet while I emptied three vanilla creamers into my mug. I took a long swallow and the calories and caffeine flooded my system like liquid energy. I felt instantly better.

When he was done with the scoreboard, I took the napkin and started drawing a floral border around it.

“So I need to know,” he said, sipping his coffee. “How did you end up barefoot with Lexi at a Jaxon Waters concert?”

“Someone threw up on her boots in the bathroom,” I said, shading a daisy. “They could not be saved.”

“So you gave her your shoes?”

“I did. One of us had to piggyback the other one out, and she’s stronger.”

“Did you get your shoes back?”

“Yes. She returned them the next day—but it was touch and go for a while there. She is known to take things. Mostly hoodies.” I held up the napkin to show him my sketch. He gave me an approving nod.

“Did you know Lexi before you started working together at the diner?”

“Yeah. We used to live in the same building,” I said. “She got me the job.”

“Do you like working at Donna’s?” he asked.

I shrugged. “I like the hours. I’m a morning person.”

He scoffed. “I’m not.”

My face fell. “I’m sorry…”

He seemed to realize what he’d implied. “No, it’s fine. I didn’t mind waking up—”

“I thought you said you were already up.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “Okay. I was not up. But I’m happy to help. Seriously.”

I gave him a look that called bullshit.

“I mean it,” he said. “I’ve been having trouble sleeping. I would have woken up anyway and just laid there, so at least I’m doing something.”

I didn’t get to press him for more because the bread showed up.

The server dropped it off, then brought us two plates and a ramekin of butter and left again. She was right, they were huge, lined up next to each other across the table like we were at a farmers market.

“So how’d you meet Mike?” I asked while he pulled the French loaf in front of him and started slicing.

“We grew up on the same street. Jesse and Xavier too. Went to school together.”

“Same college too?”

He slid me a piece. “No, Mike didn’t go. He went into a trade.”

I cocked my head. “A trade? What trade?”

He looked surprised. “He’s a licensed master plumber. He didn’t tell you?”

“No…”

“Yeah. He can do all of it,” he said, buttering his slice. “It’s his side hustle right now. He prefers the personal training, but he is a plumber.”

Huh. I had to admit, that impressed me. And Mike had never mentioned it, which sort of impressed me more.

He nodded at me. “Have you met his stepdad yet?”

“Not yet,” I said, taking a bite of the bread.

“You’ve probably seen his billboards. The Toilet King?”

I had to cover my mouth when my jaw dropped. “That’s Mike’s stepdad? The Henry Tudor guy with the plunger?”

“Yeah. That’s why Mike went into the business. I think Tony wants to leave it to him when he retires.”

“I had no idea that was Donna’s husband. Wow.”

He took a bite and chewed, then he gestured to mine. “Thoughts?”

“I like it,” I said. “It has a really nice crust on it.”

“Yeah, but almost too much. It was a little hard to bite into,” he said, examining it.

“So what’s your rating, then?” I asked.

He bobbed his head. “I give it a seven and a half out of ten. You?”

“Nine out of ten.”

“Really. That high.” He wrote down my answer. Then he set the napkin aside and started cutting slices of the sourdough. “So how long is your mom going to be in the hospital?” he asked.

“Just today if everything goes fine. She slipped on some ice and broke her wrist. It didn’t set right.”

“I thought it was cancer or something. You both seemed a little upset.”

“I was upset because I just found out my alcoholic degenerate father with a gambling addiction managed to get my Social Security number and open a twenty-two-thousand-dollar credit card account in my name. It’s in collections.”

I probably shouldn’t have dumped this on him, but I wanted to blurt it out. Hurl it at this stranger and watch him flinch when it hit him.

But he didn’t flinch.

“My mom died three months ago,” he said. “It was unexpected. I’ve just been a little… out of sorts myself. So I get it.”

We looked at each other, some unspoken understanding passing between us, like we were agreeing to be whatever kind of mess we needed to be at this table. That it was mutually acceptable to just eat this bread and be in our feelings and say whatever it was we wanted to say without judgment from either side—which was good. Because sometimes I was too tired and too done to pretend I was fine.

“Has he ever done this before?” he asked.

“To my mom,” I said, watching him butter another slice. “She said he never had access to my Social, so she told me not to bother worrying about it. Obviously she was wrong.”

“You can’t dispute the debt?”

“I can. I will. But it’s a process and it doesn’t always get reversed. They took my tax return money yesterday. I was going to use that to get my car out of the shop. My mom’s been out of work for two months. She’s going to need another month to recover enough to go back. I’m paying all the bills. I just didn’t need this right now.” I stared at the piece of bread on my plate. “You’re a pharmacist?” I said, changing the subject.

“Yeah. I work at Bergmans.”

A big retail pharmacy chain. He had a good job, and he was smart. I couldn’t imagine being able to understand all that chemistry. It felt harder than being a doctor for some reason.

“That’s a lot of school,” I said. “I never liked school,” I admitted.

“Oh yeah? What do you like?”

I shrugged. “I like cooking—sorry if I smell like soup, by the way.”

“You don’t smell like soup. You smell good, actually.”

I paused and looked up.

“Not that I’m sniffing you,” he said quickly. “It was just when I held the door for you and you walked past me, I—”

“I’m glad I don’t smell like soup,” I said, holding back a small smile.

He cleared his throat. “Are you going to be a chef, then?”

“No,” I said, going back to the napkin. “I’ve worked in enough restaurants to know I don’t ever want to cook in a kitchen.”

“Did you go to college?” he asked.

“No. I took a pottery class once.”

“You’re artistic, then,” he said, somehow making my sad education sound interesting.

“I guess so. I sew a little bit. I make my own clothes sometimes, my own jewelry. I got really into paper quilling at one point and I was pretty good at it, but you can’t make that a job.”

His cell phone vibrated. “Sorry, hold on.”

He read the message. “It’s Mike, asking where we are.”

I watched him while he texted a reply. He looked stern when he was focused. Sort of how he looked that first night.

I knew Chris was single from Mom’s prying in the car. Lexi mentioned it, too, when she was auctioning off which guy friend I should get a ride home from the night of the concert. I’d picked Mike, mostly because he actually smiled and seemed less irritated at being asked.

I laughed a little to myself remembering it. Mike had been actively flirting with me and in the middle of it, Chris mumbled something about being closer to my city than Mike was. He’d said it like he was honor-bound to inform me of the logistics so I would be fully aware of how much I was inconveniencing Mike.

I chose to inconvenience Mike.

Two months ago meant Chris’s mom had just died. I guess I could understand why he’d been a little dark.

He was still a little dark. But that was okay. I didn’t care so much this time around.

We tasted the sourdough and both gave it a nine.

“Should we try the pumpernickel?” he asked.

“Yes.”

We bit into it at the same exact time and chewed, watching each other for the reaction.

I swallowed. “Well?” I asked. “Is it ass?”

“No. Definitely not.”

“Right? It’s so good. What’s your rating?”

“Honestly? I give this a ten,” he said.

“Me too. We wouldn’t even have tried this,” I said, sliding the napkin in front of me to jot down the score. “Good thing we didn’t succumb to the peer pressure.”

“I think it’d be good with some eggs,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Let’s order some. Try it.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“Do you want some bacon? Ham?” he asked.

“Sure. Ham sounds good.”

He ordered our food and I realized that he was right about the bread—it did settle my stomach. I think I’d been so hungry I’d gotten nauseous, and now that I’d eaten something, I was feeling better. In fact, I was suddenly starving.

When the server cleared our empty plates thirty minutes later, I realized Chris had gotten me to eat a full breakfast on a morning when I probably wouldn’t have eaten at all if I’d been left to my own devices. I actually felt okay now, like I could somehow handle the rest of my day.

I needed to be in a cute café drinking a coffee and eating breakfast with someone, not sitting alone in a waiting room, letting it all fester. Chris knew that. And I was really grateful that he did.

Mike must have known Chris would do this for me. Sending him was Mike’s way of taking care of me when he couldn’t be there himself. It was thoughtful and considerate.

Maybe I didn’t need to break up with Mike for bailing on me after all.
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CHRIS


We were walking back to the hospital. I was carrying a large brown paper bag full of leftover bread.

We’d sat in the café for two hours talking about books. Arguing about books, actually.

“I don’t care what you say,” she said, pulling her hoodie out of her backpack while we walked. “The movie is never as good as the book.”

“There are some decent ones out there,” I said.

“Yeah, but the percentage is so low it barely counts. The ratings have to back it up. Same with books. Just because it’s hyped up on social media doesn’t mean I’m reading it. It has to have good reviews. Or if somebody I trust recommends it, then I’ll ignore the reviews and read it anyway.”

“And if somebody you trust recommends it and it’s bad?” I put out a hand to take her bag while she pulled on her hoodie.

“Then I don’t trust them again,” she said, pulling her head through the neck hole.

“Do you have someone who’s never failed you?”

“Nope. Why? You want to recommend a book to me? You think you have what it takes?” She grinned.

“I don’t know, that sounds like a pretty high-stakes game. What are you reading right now,” I asked.

“You wouldn’t have heard of it,” she said, taking her backpack.

“Try me.”

She gave me a cocked eyebrow. “You read that much?”

“Yeah, I do.”

“Are you one of those people who reads a five-hundred-page book in three hours?”

“I actually am one of those people,” I admitted. “Only it’s more like a three-hundred-page book in three hours. I’m fast but not that fast.”

She gawked at me. “How?”

“I just process things quickly? I don’t know. I got faster over the years.”

“How many books do you read a year?” she asked.

“Between two and three hundred?”

“Chris!”

“What?” I chuckled.

“That is so many.”

“Yeah. I like reading. I read instead of TV.”

“Okay, now I do want you to recommend a book to me.”

“Okay,” I said. “You recommend one to me too.”

“Cross Stitch by J. C. Vale,” she said without thinking about it.

I stopped walking to blink at her. “You’ve read Cross Stitch?”

Now it was her turn to look surprised. “You’ve read it?”

“Yes.” My heart was actually pounding.

“I read it twice,” she said. “I loved it. I’ve never had anyone to talk to about it.”

Cross Stitch was an out-of-print sci-fi novel from 1986. A mass-market paperback I’d found on my dad’s nightstand. It was one of the first books I remember loving as a kid. I felt like she’d just unlocked some secret door into my soul.

“Where’d you get it?” I asked in complete disbelief.

“Yard sale. This lady had a big box of old paperbacks. I bought the whole thing for five bucks.”

“What else was in there?”

She hit the crosswalk button. “Really good stuff. You should come look through it, see if you want any. But you have to give them back when you’re done because I’m not finished reading all of them and I don’t read six books a day.”

I smiled at the jab. “Maybe I can take a look when I drop you off?” I said.

“Sure.”

We smiled at each other.

She tilted her head. “You know, the night I met you I thought you were different,” she said.

I drew my brows down. “Different how?”

“You seemed sort of crabby. You’re not though.”

“I did?”

“Yeah. Like, you were tired and impatient to just get home. That’s why I went with Mike. I mean, now that I know what was going on, I get it. The stuff with your mom. But you really are different.”

I felt my expression fall the tiniest bit. “I wouldn’t have minded driving you home.”

“Like you didn’t mind coming today?” She gave me a playful look.

“I didn’t mind coming today,” I said honestly. At least I didn’t now.

The walking sign came on. “And what would you have done if I hadn’t come?” I asked, crossing the street with her.

“I would have figured it out.”

“Figured it out how?”

“I would have let Mom drive us here. Then I would have learned stick in the parking lot while she was in surgery.”

“Really,” I said. “Just learn stick in the parking lot.”

“You don’t think I can learn stick in three hours? A lifetime can happen in three hours.”

I peered at her a moment. She was right. A lifetime could happen in three hours.

We were making our way around the side of the hospital by the service entrance when something made a noise by the dumpsters.

“Did you hear that?” Larissa said, stopping.

“Yeah, what was it?” I said, looking around.

More noise. Then growling.

“There’s something by the trash cans,” she said.

Something gray darted from the shadows and disappeared again.

“I’m going to check it out,” she said.

“Uh, no.”

“I want to see what it is,” she insisted.

“It’s a raccoon, and it could have rabies.”

She kept walking.

“Larissa, I’m serious—”

She turned to me with her arms crossed. “What if it’s a kitten?”

“It’s growling. What if it’s distemper?”

She laughed and turned back around and kept going.

“Larissa!”

She ignored me. I slumped and jogged after her. “You know it’s six rabies shots for animal bites—”

“Good thing we’re already at the hospital.”

Then the creature popped its head out. We both came to an abrupt halt.

It was a small, absolutely filthy dog.

When it saw us, it ran over, cropped tail wagging, and bounced happily off our shins.

She gasped. “Oh my God! Chris, a puppy!” She bent over to pet it, and it made excited whining noises.

I crouched, relieved it wasn’t a wild animal. “Hey, little guy…”

His fur was crusty and smelled terrible.

She glanced over to where he’d come from. “He was eating a turkey leg.”

I couldn’t even tell what breed because his fur was so matted. A Yorkie or a Maltese maybe?

The dog ping-ponged between us. Larissa was close enough that I could smell her again. Tangerines. I watched her smiling at this dog a moment longer than I probably should have. I cleared my throat and forced my gaze away. That’s when I noticed the bleach stain on the cuff of her U of M hoodie.

“Where’d you get your sweatshirt?” I said, ruffling the dog’s ears.

She looked down at it. “It’s Mike’s.”

“I think that’s actually mine…”

She blinked at me for a second. Then her cheeks flushed pink. “Oh my God—I’m so sorry. I found it in Mike’s truck. I didn’t even really look at it—”

She was already pulling her arms out of the sleeves.

“No no, keep it for now or you’ll be cold. Just give it to me later.”

She stopped, one empty sleeve dangling pitifully. “I can’t.”

I laughed a little. “You can. Seriously. Just hang on to it. Give it to me whenever.”

She looked mortified.

“It’s okay,” I said. “I don’t care.”

I picked up the dog and stood. “I can take him to Xavier and see if he’s chipped.”

Her cheeks were still pink, but she put her arm back into the sleeve. “What do we do with him in the meantime? We can’t take him into the hospital.”

And then, like it was his cue to magically appear, Mike pulled up in his truck, tapping the horn. He rolled the window down. “Hey, there you are. I made it!”

He threw his gray F-150 into park and jumped out. Then he came right at Larissa and pulled her into a bear hug. I took two steps back to give them space.

“Hi,” he whispered, holding her. “How you doing?”

“Good,” she said. “She’s almost out of surgery. We were heading back.”

He pulled away and brushed the hair off her forehead.

“Are you feeling better?” she asked.

“Still not a hundred percent, but I had to be here. Got you and Nancy some flowers in the truck.”

Larissa beamed at him. “Awww.”

He looked over at me. “Who’s this little guy?” he asked, nodding at the dog.

“We found him,” Larissa said.

Mike came over and scratched under the dog’s chin. “He’s cute. Kinda gross though.” Then he looked at his watch. “Hey, we should probably get going.”

He opened the passenger door. “Hop in. I’ll drive you around the front.” He made a little bow. “Your chariot.”

She looked over at me. “Chris, thank you again.”

I nodded. “Yeah. You’re welcome.”

“You’ll take him to the vet?” she asked.

“Definitely.”

“I’ll get your number from Mike. To check on him.”

“Okay.”

She waved, Mike closed her door, and she was gone. Vanished behind the tinted windows.

Mike turned and hugged me now, crushing the dog between us while he slapped me on the back. “Thanks, man. You saved the day.”

“Yup. No problem,” I croaked.

He let me go and held me out by the shoulders. “You can take off. I got it from here.”

“I could come back after I take the dog—”

“Nah, we’re good.”

I nodded but didn’t move. I felt whiplashed for some reason. Like a rug had been pulled out from under me.

I turned to go. Then I stopped. “You know how you asked me what you could do to pay me back for this?”

“Yeah. Anything. Name it.”

“Get her car out of the shop.”

He looked at me like I was speaking in tongues. “That’s gonna be a couple thousand bucks,” he said, lowering his voice. “That thing is fucked—”

“I don’t care. That’s my price for today. She needs it, and she can’t afford it.”

“I mean, I can’t afford it either—”

“Go work for Tony. Pick up some shifts. He’s always looking for help on the overnight emergency calls. Take a few of those, they’re overtime.”

He threw his head back and groaned. “I hate working for Tony. You know that.”

“I covered for you,” I said quietly. “I lied for you. Do it. And if you don’t do it, I will. And then I’m going to tell her the truth about why you didn’t pick her up.”

He put his hands up. “Jesus, all right, all right.”

“I’m calling her tomorrow to check in. She better have her car by then.”

“Okay. God, why you being such a dick?”

“I don’t like lying to people. And you should have been here. This was a bad day for her. If you don’t want to fuck it up with her, don’t fuck it up.”

He didn’t look happy, but he nodded.

“I’m leaving,” I said, shifting the dog in my arms. “Don’t call me for anything else unless it’s after ten a.m. And make sure she takes this home,” I said, handing him the brown bag of bread from the café.

“Why do you have so much bread?”

“No calls before ten,” I said again, walking away.

“I love you!” he yelled after me.

“Yeah, yeah.” I waved him off.

I took the dog home. Stopped at the gas station on the way and grabbed a couple cans of food. Xavier’s animal hospital didn’t open for another hour, so I decided to clean the dog up a little while I waited. I realized I’d have to shave him before I could wash him, so I got out my clippers.

Wherever this dog came from, it wasn’t good and it hadn’t been good in a really long time. His fur was caked in dog shit and he had fleas. His nails were so long they were curled under. He was sweet though. Friendly. He let me shave him and then sat for a bath in the laundry room sink without any issues.

Once I got all the fleas and fur off, I realized how small he was. Five, maybe six pounds tops. Not a puppy, just tiny.

I fed him, played with him for a bit. Then I went to lie down and he took a nap on my chest.

This day had taken a very strange turn.

Larissa had looked nice in my hoodie.

And that I should definitely not be thinking about. I felt instantly bad.

I made a mental apology to her and got up and drove to see Xavier.

Xavier had moved to California with his wife last year. We didn’t get to see him much anymore, but he was in town for a few weeks to cover for Hank, the doctor who ran his Minnesota Veterinary Hospital, while Hank recovered from a knee replacement. It was nice to get to hang out with my friend again, especially with everything I had going on.

“Yorkie. Maybe four, five years old,” Xavier said. “No chip. Probably came from a hoarding situation. He’s not skittish enough to be from a puppy mill. They just rescued thirty dogs from a house near where you found him. I bet he was a straggler.”

“Is he healthy?”

“Considering,” he said dryly. “He’s got urine burns on his paws. He’s got worms. We’ll treat that now and get his nails clipped. Heartworm test is clear, so that’s good. He could gain a pound or two.” He pulled off his gloves and tossed them in the trash. “What are you gonna do with him?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know. You know any animal rescues?”

“I know a lot, but they’re pretty overwhelmed right now. Best thing you could do is keep him.”

I laughed a little. “I can’t keep him.”

He crossed his arms and leaned on the exam table. “Why not?”

“Uh, because I work?”

He nodded at the dog. “You think this dog being home alone sleeping on a chaise for eight hours is worse than what he came from? Have you seen the shelters right now? They don’t even have cages. They’ve got the dogs lined up in the hallway stacked in crates.”

I dragged a hand down my mouth. “I don’t know…”

“Look, take him home. Ask around, post on socials, maybe someone will want him. Nobody’s coming for this dog. You are all he has.”

All he has…

An orphan. I looked down at the tiny thing and went quiet.

Xavier eyed me like he knew what I was thinking.

Maybe he did.

“You been doing okay?” he asked.

“Yeah. Fine.”

I felt him study me. “She was a good lady, Chris.”

I nodded, but I couldn’t look at him. “She really was.”

Even if I didn’t know her like I thought I did.

My cell phone pinged and I pulled it out. It was Larissa.


Can I come over and see the dog and drop off your hoodie?



I smiled a little at the phone.

Today was the first time in a long time I felt normal. Or at least the first time that I didn’t think about Mom for a period long enough to count.

The way it ended. How.

My parents had me late in life. Dad was eighty-three when he passed from his heart attack four years ago and Mom was turning seventy-nine this year. I’d kept it vague when I’d told the guys she was dying, but I think Xavier had an idea of what happened. He was a doctor, knew enough to glean the truth of it, even if I didn’t spell it out. I didn’t volunteer it and he didn’t ask me. I was glad. Because I wasn’t ready to say any of it out loud. At least not outside of therapy and the grief support group I went to.

I stared at Larissa’s text asking if she could come see the dog.

That was the woman my best friend was seeing, and Larissa and I weren’t close enough for her to come over like that. Maybe if Mike was coming with her, she could stop by and see the dog. Bring me the hoodie. The same went with the books she wanted me to check out. Maybe if I’d been the one to drop her off today like we’d planned, it wouldn’t be weird to come inside the house for a second and look at the paperbacks she’d offered.

But that’s not what happened.


Me: Come with Mike the next time he comes over.



I turned off the screen and put my phone away.

We got the dog treated and I went home.

The next day I did follow up with Mike. He paid for Larissa’s car like I asked. And a few days later, they were relationship official.
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LARISSA

I talked to a lawyer,” I said, putting two ibuprofen in Mom’s good hand.

“When?” She threw back the pills and swallowed them with her diet cola.

“Yesterday. It would cost more money to hire her than I would get suing him for it.”

She shook her head. “Doesn’t surprise me. He’s such a son of a bitch he’d just appeal it anyway even if you did get a judgment.”

I went to grab my laundry from my room.

“What are you gonna do, then?” she called down the hall.

I shrugged. “Keep working with the credit card companies?” I said. “Hope they take over, clear my balance? I’m probably going to end up paying it all off myself,” I mumbled, carrying my clothes out to the living room.

“You could file for bankruptcy.”

“And ruin my credit for the next seven years? I won’t be able to rent an apartment, buy a house, buy a car. If I work my ass off, I could clear it in twelve months. It’ll suck, but at least I’ll salvage my future.”

She sighed. “Oh, hon, I’m so sorry he did this.”

“It’s not your fault,” I said, dumping my basket on the coffee table. “I could have paid for credit alerts, but I didn’t want to spend the money.”

“Wouldn’t have helped anyway. He charged it up so fast. I’ll give you what I can when I start working again.”

“Thanks.”

She fished her cigarettes from under my clothes pile. “In the meantime, you need to be somewhere with a bar. The tips are so much better.”

“Mom, I cannot stand drunks,” I said, folding a pair of my work pants. “And I’m tired of working until the sun’s gone. If I have to work twelve hours a day, at least they should be the twelve hours I prefer.”

“I guess so,” she said while she got up for the patio.

She stood where she always did when she wanted to talk to me while she smoked. With the doorframe between her shoulder blades, the slider close to her chest, one hand in the apartment, her smoking hand outside.

“How’s it going with Mike?” she asked, clicking her lighter on.

“Good.”

“He reminds me of my high school boyfriend—did I ever tell you about Brady?” She blew smoke out. “God, I wish I would have married that man instead. He’s a real estate agent now. We coulda been living someplace nice.”

“I wish you would have married him too,” I muttered, balling socks.

“Yeah, well, hindsight is twenty-twenty and all that. Anyway. Mike is a good one. Nice ass too.”

I gave her a look. “Mom.”

“What? Enjoy it now. They only get softer the older they get, and I’m not just talkin’ about the muscles.” She blew smoke outside. “Chris isn’t half bad either.”

“Yeah, he was nice.”

He really was. He’d been letting me text him medication questions since Mom’s surgery last week. He never did come to get any books though. I’d offered them twice.

I still had to return his hoodie. I guess I could just give it to Mike, but then I’d have to admit why I had it, which was embarrassing. Maybe I should just leave it over at Mike’s place? Or in his truck? Drop it in the same spot I found it?

“You know, with your looks, you could get a doctor or something,” Mom said, tapping her cigarette into the ashtray she kept on the upside-down paint bucket on the patio. “You should get a job at that bar by the hospital. Lots of surgeons in there. Someone who can get you out of a place like this.”

“I don’t want a guy to get me out of anything,” I said. “I’ll get myself out.”

“Oh yeah? That why you let Mike pay for the car?” She pursed her lips like she got me.

I shot her a look. “Do you think I like that Mike had to pay for the car? I had a plan for that, remember? My tax return?”

She took another pull on her cigarette instead of answering me.

“I told him not to, and he went down to the shop and paid for it anyway,” I said. “Believe me, I didn’t want him to. I still feel bad about it and I’m paying him back.”

“Eh, let him pay.” She waved me off. “Probably makes him feel good. And don’t it feel nice to let someone take care of you?”

It did feel nice.

I tended not to trust it though. Especially from men.

“So when you two making it official?” she asked.

“It is official,” I said, folding a towel.

She arched an eyebrow. “Reeeeally. So you do like him that much.”

I shrugged. “I don’t want to date anyone else and neither does he. We’ll see where it goes. If it goes anywhere.”

She nodded, gazing out onto the junkpile behind our building. There was a graveyard of old pool chairs that someone had stacked and left there to rot not ten feet outside our sliding glass door. It looked like an art exhibit for black mold.

I hated it here.

I watched Mom, standing there smoking. She looked… old. And not in an age way—she looked old in a worn-out kind of way.

I did not want to end up like she had. The idea terrified me.

I think that’s why I took the job at Donna’s. The restaurant where I’d been working had wanted to move me from the lunch shift to the bar. It would have been more money, it was technically a promotion, but for me it felt like inching closer to the late-night bar shift Mom worked at Buckaroo Bill’s. Like when I finally got there some cage door would slam behind me and I’d be trapped there forever. Waiting on tables was not going to be my career. It was just a way to pay my bills until I could get out. I’d taken the job at Donna’s in a panic, like maybe it would slow the progression of me turning into my mother.

The reality was I probably would turn into my mother anyway. She’d turned into hers. I think the only thing I had going for me was the self-awareness of the path I was on, which was either going to help me or make it that much more depressing when I couldn’t get off it.

Someone knocked on the door. I set my clothes down and looked through the peephole. Lexi.

I unbolted the lock and raked the chain across the door. “Hey,” I said.

“Hey. You know your street is low-key terrifying, right?” she said, coming in.

I shut the door. “It is not.”

“There’s bullet holes in your mailbox,” she said, plopping her purse on the kitchen counter. “Hey, Mrs. S.”

Mom waved and leaned over to stub her cigarette in the ashtray.

“Where have you been, hon?” Mom asked, coming inside.

“Busy. You?”

“Good,” Mom said. “Dating someone.”

I stopped to look at her. “Who are you dating?”

“Phil.”

“Phil who?”

She ignored me.

“Flannel Phil?” I asked. “I thought he borrowed money from you that he didn’t pay back.”

She sprayed herself with raspberry body splash. “He paid me back.”

“When?”

“I don’t know. A couple of weeks ago?” She wasn’t making eye contact.

I gave her a look. “Mom…”

“What?”

“Flannel Phil,” I deadpanned. “The guy at the bar who gets so wasted you have to call his son to come get him twice a month.”

“So?” She went to the kitchen and grabbed another diet cola from the fridge. “It’s responsible he don’t drive when he’s like that.”

“It would be if he was the one sober enough to call for the ride.”

She dropped onto the sofa. “They aren’t exactly lining up, Larissa. You’re gonna get married one day and leave me. I don’t want to end up alone. I want a man. I’m sick of breaking down my own boxes. I want someone to dig out my damn car when it snows.”

“But Phil? Mom. Know your worth.”

Lexi sucked air through her teeth. “I don’t know. Sometimes you gotta have a flash sale, you know what I’m sayin’?”

I shot her a glare. “Lexi!”

She shrugged unapologetically.

I turned back to my mother. “Mom, you’re not doing yourself any favors by dating another Dad.”

She waved her can around. “He’s wining and dining me. I’m letting him take me to the casino, he’s paying. I don’t see the harm. And he did give me that money, it just took him a few weeks. He had a deal coming through. He just needed to wait for the check.” She took a swallow of her soda. “There’s no such thing as the perfect man. They all got something, believe me. You have to accept the good with the bad.”

“I do not intend to do that. I’m not dealing with anyone’s bad,” I said, going back to balling socks.

“Okay. Well, good for you. I hope you don’t.”

“Want me to meet him?” Lexi asked. “I’m an excellent judge of character. I can spot a narcissist from a thousand yards away—unless I’m attracted to him, then I’m legally blind.”

I made an amused sound.

“Yes, you can meet him,” Mom said. “Go right ahead. I think he’s great.” She kicked her feet up on the coffee table and turned on the TV. “Oh, shit,” she muttered. “Did we forget to pay the cable?”

I twisted to look at the screen. There was a notification letting us know we didn’t have a subscription to this streaming service.

“We weren’t paying for cable, remember? You were using that guy’s password,” I said.

“Oh, that’s right. He must have booted us out. Ask Mike if you can have his.”

“I’m not asking him that. It’s embarrassing.”

“Ask Chris, then.”

“An even harder no. Why don’t you ask Phil?” I batted my eyes at her.

She set her can down, picked up her phone, and started texting. A minute later a reply pinged through. “Got it.” She shimmied her shoulders victoriously while she keyed in the login. “What should we watch? Oh, they got that new Josh Brolin one. He gets me going—I think Phil looks a little like him, whatdaya think?”

I scoffed quietly. No.

My cell phone vibrated. It was Chris.


I sent it to your mom, but in case you lose it, here’s the password.



I stared at the message, horrified. “Mom!”

She looked over at me innocently. “What?”

“You texted Chris for his login?”

She shrugged. “He was happy to help. Obviously.”

My cheeks burned.

“You know, not everybody needs to know how broke we are,” I said, slamming the basket onto the carpet and clotheslining everything into it.

“How is sticking it to a multibillion-dollar company Letting Everybody Know How Broke We Are?” she said, putting the last part in quotes.

“You could have at least texted Mike,” I said, picking up my basket and stalking to my room.

“I only have Chris’s number,” she called after me. “You’re overreacting!”

I stopped and spun around. “Wait. Why do you have Chris’s number?”

“I got it from your phone. I had a question, and you were in the shower.”

“What kind of question…” I said slowly.

She shrugged. “I was constipated from the Oxy they gave me.”

I looked at her in horror. “You couldn’t google that? Mom!”

“What? He’s a pharmacist. Like he’s never gotten that text before—”

“Oh my God.” I wanted to die. “I have known him for five seconds,” I said.

“Well, you were asking him questions—”

“I was asking him if you could have a Motrin and Aleve together because we only had one of each. I wasn’t asking him about your impacted bowel.”

She shrugged again. “What’s the big deal? You don’t text your friends for help?”

“He’s not my friend!”

I threw up my hand and went to my room.

I dropped my basket in my closet, sat on my bed, put my face into my palms, and tried to breathe through the mortification.

I knew she was right—some of this was me being sensitive. But some of it was something else.

Mike and his friends were different from me and Mom and Lexi. They weren’t the kind of people we usually hung around. They were the kind of people that people like us waited on. Xavier’s a veterinarian with two practices, Jesse’s a wealth manager with a degree from Cornell, his girlfriend Becca’s a lawyer. Mike lives in the guesthouse behind Donna and Tony’s mansion in Edina. You could fit ten of my apartments into Mike’s place.

I was barely comfortable just being around them, let alone asking them for charity. Not even small things. Maybe from Mike, but definitely not from Chris, who I’d only hung out with once and who didn’t even come get the free books I was offering him. We had a polite, acquaintance-level relationship, not a Can I Use Your Streaming Service one.

Mom had no shame. So I had it for the both of us.

I looked at the message he sent, my face hot.

“Larissa, come watch TV with us. Stop actin’ ridiculous,” Mom called.

I blew a breath through my nose. Then I typed Thanks and shut my door.
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CHRIS

Jesse and i were sitting in the parking lot in my car with my dog outside the surgical center waiting for Mike and Xavier.

Mike was getting his wisdom teeth removed. He was thirty. Jesse had been making fun of him for a week.

I was doing well. In a better mood than I’d been in months. I think it was the dog.

He gave me someone to hang out with when I didn’t feel like hanging out with humans. He was friendly and sweet.

He did this thing every morning where he’d wake me up by army crawling his way across my comforter with his legs dragging behind him. You wouldn’t think that getting teabagged by a Yorkie at 7:00 a.m. would be good for morale, but it was so funny it cracked me up every time. I don’t think I’d ever met a quirkier dog. He was a tiny mountaineer. He liked to climb up onto the kitchen counter to surf for snacks, so I had to move all the bar stools, and he had an insatiable prey drive that he liked to use to bring me dead things. The first time I let him out in the yard, he killed a mouse, then brought it in and left it on the bed. Two days later I found him eating a rabbit head on the couch. I think an owl dropped it onto the lawn? He prowled the yard like a tiny velociraptor. I liked him.

Unfortunately, I didn’t think I could keep him.

He wasn’t housebroken and I wasn’t home enough to teach him. He couldn’t hold it when I was gone all day, he shredded pee pads and diapers when left alone, and crating wasn’t working. He’d do his business outside if he was walked regularly, but that wasn’t realistic with my shifts. I didn’t know what I was going to do.

He sat on my lap, his paws on the steering wheel scanning the parking lot in his Doglet Nation shirt and a diaper, growling at people who walked by.

“Nice of Xavier to tap in,” Jesse said, typing a text on his phone.

“Yeah.”

“What do you think of flying out to see him?” I asked, looking over at him.

“Sure. In the winter though. In January, I’ll get the hell out of here any chance I can get.” He glanced up. “So what’s Larissa like? Heard you hung out with her last week.”

I shrugged. “She’s nice. I like her.”

“Becca likes her too. I think Mike’s sprung.”

“I think you’re right.”

“Heard he paid like, two thousand bucks to get her car out of the shop.”

“Yes, he did.”

“He said he had to snake toilets at Mall of America for like three hours to do it.”

“And he has not shut up about it,” I muttered.

As long as he didn’t bitch about it to Larissa.

I liked her too. She was funny and smart and interesting—and different from the women Mike usually dated.

I wondered if that was the point.

I’d never actually seen him this into someone—and now that I knew her, I got it. I really did.

The automatic doors opened to the building and Jesse sat up. “Here they come.”

Xavier was pushing Mike out in a wheelchair. Mike’s jaw was wrapped and he had gauze hanging from his mouth.

I got out and opened the back passenger door. “How you feeling?” I asked.

Mike looked at me like he didn’t know who I was. “Why are you here?” he slurred around the cotton.

“Like I’d miss this?”

He was so out of it he could barely stand. Xavier and I had to practically lift him from the chair to the car.

“Where’s Laritha?” Mike asked while Xavier and I helped him into the back seat.

“You told her not to come, remember?” Jesse said, twisting to talk to him from the front seat. “You said you don’t want to look like a chipmunk in front of her.”

Xavier chuckled and closed the door. He handed me Mike’s bag of medications. “Thanks,” I said. “You coming over?”

“No. I’m taking lunch to Hank.”

“You’re missing the good part.”

He huffed a laugh.

“We’ll record everything,” Jesse said.

“When do you go home?” I asked.

“I’m staying another week,” Xavier said, looking at his watch.

“Okay. We’ll get together for dinner before you leave.”

I said bye to Z. When I got back in the car, Mike was sleeping against the door with his mouth open and my dog on his lap. He was drooling on himself and Jesse was taking a picture.

“Damn, they fucked him up,” Jesse said, sitting back in his seat.

“I forgot how bad that surgery is,” I said, putting my seat belt on. “How many did they take out?”

“Three. How much anesthesia do you think they needed to knock his big ass out?”

“A lot.”

Mike was a large guy. Six three to my five ten, and buff. He was a personal trainer.

“They probably hit him with an elephant tranquilizer,” Jesse said. “Hey, Mike!” he shouted.

Mike bolted up, looking confused.

“You ready for the marathon?” Jesse asked him.

Mike squinted around. “What?”

“The marathon. You signed up months ago. We’re running in twenty minutes.”

“We’re running a… I don’t have my earbuths.”

“You’re gonna have to do it without them,” Jesse said. “The orphans are counting on you.”

“Orpanths?”

“The orphans!” Jesse yelled. “All the proceeds go to the orphanage! Get it together!”

I was trying not to laugh.

My cell phone pinged as I was starting the engine. It was Larissa.


How’s Mike?



The last message from her was Thanks after I’d given her my streaming password. Her mom asked for it. It was kind of weird.

I keyed in a reply.


Me: Fine. Asking about you.

Larissa: He won’t let me come over

Me: He’s pretty messed up. We’ll take care of him.



“Who’s that?” Jesse asked.

“Larissa.”

“Aw, sweet, send her a picture,” Jesse said.

“We are not doing that,” I said, setting my phone in the drink holder.

“What? Dude, what fun is it if we can’t fuck with him?”

“He didn’t want her to see him like this, so she’s not gonna see him,” I said, starting to drive us home.

Jesse made a disappointed noise. Then he twisted in the seat with his cell phone on record. “Say hi, the marathon’s televised.”

Mike looked glazed.

“Knock it off,” I said.

“Do you think sheths gonna be proud of me?” Mike asked from the back seat. “Because of the orpnaths?”

Jessie snorted.

“Who?” I asked, looking at him in the rearview. “Larissa?”

“Yeah.”

“She will if you run fast enough,” Jesse said.

“I have to streth,” Mike said around his gauze.

“Yes, definitely stretch. We can’t have you pulling a hammy,” Jesse said. “You’ve been training for this moment your whole life.”

“Laritha’s gonna be there, right?” he asked.

“Oh yeah,” Jesse said. “Everyone’s gonna be there. Even the pope.”

Mike nodded like this made total sense.

“Mike?” I said, glancing at him in the rearview. “You in any pain?”

“I don’t thinth so.”

“I’m playing this at his wedding,” Jesse said, still recording.

“You thinth sthe’ll marry me?” Mike asked. “I like her stho much. Do you guyths like her?”

“Larissa? She’s great,” I said.

“Too good for you,” Jesse said.

“Fuck you,” Mike slurred from the back seat.

“Should we get him something to eat?” Jesse asked, looking at me.

“I got him stuff. He can’t have anything he has to chew.”

Jesse twisted in his seat again. “Mike, you want some baby food?”

Mike raised a single middle finger and Jesse laughed and sat back again.

When we got Mike to the house, Jesse helped me get him in bed, then he left to meet Becca for lunch. I was initially planning to leave, too, but I decided to stay. He wasn’t in pain but he was out of it. I wanted to make sure he was in a place to take his medications when he had to, especially the first few hours after sedation when he might be too zonked to take things on a schedule. I wish I’d thought of this ahead of time, because there wasn’t anything to do while I waited. Mike’s place was spotless like always, there was nothing to clean. I was sitting in his living room with the dog on my lap flipping through Men’s Health, the only reading material in the whole house.

I could have used one of those books Larissa had offered right now.

There was a sweater draped on the back of one of his dining room chairs. A woman’s sweater. Hers probably. I wondered how much time she spent here.

It’s funny because in my mind, she existed independent of him. I’d spent hours with her when he wasn’t there. I knew they were dating, but it didn’t fully compute because I’d never really seen them together and I couldn’t really imagine it either.

Mike and I never had the same taste in women. To be honest, Larissa was more my type than his.

She liked to read, he didn’t. She was artistic, he wasn’t. He probably couldn’t impress her with the stuff that he usually used to impress women—and those things were impressive. Mike took racing medals. He could bench-press her. Hell, he could bench-press me.

Mike typically went for athletic women. Sylvia, his longest relationship before Larissa, had been a dance instructor. The last woman he introduced us to taught Pilates. He liked people he could bike with, train with, who could run the same races as him. Larissa didn’t strike me as a turkey trot person. The two of them together seemed weird.

But he liked her. A lot. And I could definitely see why. I could see why she liked him too. Who didn’t?

Mike was the charismatic one of our group. If he had his sights on someone, nobody else stood a chance. Especially me.

I wasn’t charming or confident like he was. In even the most ideal circumstances, I was never going to be the best at selling myself and my rideshare services to a beautiful stranger—and definitely not against him. I wasn’t magnetic. I didn’t light up a room. And that night I’d been sad and tired and yes, a little cranky. By the time I was standing in front of her at that concert, I was worn out and I just wanted to go home. But I had wanted to drive her.

I hated that “irritable” was her first impression of me. I’d been like an ogre or something, scowling at this beautiful barefoot girl.

I don’t know why it bothered me so much.

I closed the magazine and tossed it on the cushion next to me, debating whether I should take a nap when someone started trying to open the front door.

I got up thinking it was going to be Donna or maybe Mike’s sister Janessa coming to check on him.

It was Larissa.

“Oh. Hey,” I said, blinking at her.

She stood there with Mike’s spare key from the planter and an overflowing brown paper bag full of groceries.

“I didn’t know you’d still be here,” she said, hoisting the bag on her hip.

“Let me get that,” I said.

She let me take the groceries and came in behind me, my dog yapping excitedly at her feet.

“Did he text you to come over?” I asked, heading to the kitchen.

“No. I just didn’t feel good leaving him home alone,” she said, closing the front door. “I didn’t know you’d be here.” She smiled down at her feet. “There he is!” The dog was bouncing, and she picked him up. “Oh, look at you! So handsome with your new haircut.”

She laughed while he licked her face and I smiled.

She held him out. “Why the diaper?”

“He’s not housebroken,” I said, setting the groceries on the counter.

She pulled him in and cradled him like a baby. “That’s okay because you’re so smart and you’re gonna learn. Yes, you are.” She looked up at me. “What are you naming him?”

“Nothing. I can’t keep him.”

Her face fell. “Why?”

“I work all day, and he needs to be walked regularly if he’s going to get housebroken.”

“Can’t you crate train him?”

“I tried. He poops in the crate.”

“Try a smaller one.”

“I got one he can barely turn around in. He was probably left in one for long periods. He doesn’t care if he stands in it. I think he’s used to it.”

She looked worriedly at the dog. “Where will he go?”

“I don’t know. I have to find someone. It might have to be the shelter.”

“Did you ask Mike?”

“Donna doesn’t like dogs in here. I only brought him ’cause I had to,” I said.

She chewed her lip. “Well, what if I helped? Could you keep him with help? If you’re comfortable with it, I could come over after work to walk him. I get off at noon. I can be there at twelve thirty. That’s about the middle of your shift, right? And I can take him on my days off. My apartment doesn’t allow dogs, but if I’m just watching him for a day or two, they won’t notice.”

“I can’t ask you to do that—”

“It’s no problem. I love dogs,” she said quickly. “I’d have one if my landlord let me.”

She and the dog peered up at me with puppy eyes and I don’t know what it was, but I didn’t think I could say no to her.

“What about if we do a trial run,” I said. “We try it for a few weeks.”

Her whole face lit up. “Really?”

“Yeah. Sure.”

The way she was smiling made me feel like I’d won a prize.

“So what do we call him?” she asked.

I scratched his ear. “I don’t know. Garbage Goblin?”

She scowled playfully at me.

“What about Woofarine?” she asked.

“Woofarine,” I deadpanned.

“Yeah, he’s kind of tough.”

“I could be okay with Woofarine.”

She beamed.

I watched her kiss the dog happily and realized I felt relieved.

I didn’t want to give him up. As much as the accidents in the house were driving me up the wall, I had to admit he’d pulled me out of my funk this last week. It was hard to be depressed when someone was so happy to see you—even if they were shitting everywhere.

Larissa gave Woofarine one more snuggle and then put him down.

“So how’s Mike?” she asked.

“Sleeping,” I said. “Convinced he has to run an Iron Man today.”

She laughed. “What? Why would he think that?”

“Jesse.”

“Ahhh. He couldn’t resist, huh?”

“No, definitely not.”

She took off her jacket and draped it over the sweater already on the chair. “I should probably go check on him,” she said.

“Uh, actually I don’t think he wanted you to see him like this,” I said.

“Huh. Well, you’ll have to tackle me to keep me out of there, so…” Then she walked around me and made her way to his room.

I smiled after her. I had to appreciate her tenacity.

She came back a minute later.

“He is really knocked out,” she said.

“Did he say anything to you?”

“Something about carb loading before the race?” She put her thumb over her shoulder. “I was going to make him some soup. Are you hungry?”

“From scratch?”

“Yeah.”

Technically I could leave now that she was here. I really liked soup though.

“Sure.”

She made me chop onions.

“What kind are we making?” I asked, crying.

“Vegetable beef,” she said over the carrots she was cutting.

“Does it usually need this many onions?”

“No. I’m making a triple batch. I freeze some for later, and I sell the rest.”

“To who?”

She shrugged. “A lady in my building. A guy who used to come into my old restaurant, a few friends. If I’m doing the work, I might as well cover the cost of the groceries. Make a little extra for bills.”

“Do you do this often?” I asked.

“At least once a week. Whenever I cook. Do you want me to take over?”

“What? The onions?” I said, wiping my eyes with the back of my sleeve.

“Yeah, you’re being pretty dramatic over there.”

I scoffed. “You gave me the hard job.”

“I didn’t think you could julienne carrots.”

“I can’t.”

“Well, then.” She gave me a playful look. Or I thought she did, I couldn’t see very well.

“I bet this soup’s gonna be great,” I said, squinting at my cutting board. “Salted with suffering.”

She laughed.

“So you cook a lot?” I asked, sniffling.

“I do. It’s cheaper than eating out and easier with my allergy, less risk.”

“Have you had bad experiences at restaurants?”

“Oh yes. Very bad. I can’t even work anywhere that serves nuts,” she said. “Makes it hard to find jobs.”

God, I couldn’t imagine trying to navigate that. Food, trying to kill you.

“Speaking of restaurants that don’t serve nuts, guess what I brought for the soup,” she said.

“What?”

“The ass bread from that one place.”

“The pumpernickel?”

“Yeah. I froze all the bread when I got home. My mom won’t eat the pumpernickel, so I brought it. It’s perfect for this.”

I agreed. And I was somehow even more excited for lunch now.

“You know, you should have taken some of the bread home,” she said, talking to me but looking at her carrots. “I felt bad that you left me everything. They’re expensive.”

I shrugged over my onions. “It’s just me in the house. It was too much.”

It wasn’t. I would have loved to take some of it home, but I’d wanted her to have it. After she told me how much she was struggling, I’d wanted to help her—even if it was just bread. Hell, I would have bought her a sandwich or something to take home that day if it wouldn’t have been weird to do it. I’d settled for sending her home with five mostly uneaten loaves of bread and strong-arming Mike into paying for her car repairs instead.

As if thinking his name summoned him, Mike shouted groggily from the other room. “McNougattttt!”

Larissa tilted her head. “McNougat?”

I put my knife down and went to wash my hands. “It’s my nickname.”

“Your nickname is McNougat…” she said.

“Look, you don’t pick your own nickname.”

“The nickname picks you?” she said, clearly amused.

“Or your fucked-up friends do.” I dried my hands on a paper towel and went to see what Mike wanted.

“Hey, what’s up?” I said, walking into his room.

He was sitting against the headboard looking slightly more coherent than earlier. “My mouth is killing me…” he rasped.

“Okay.” I looked at my watch. “We can do a pain pill and some Advil.” I turned to get him a water, but Larissa was already coming in with it.

“Hey,” she said, sitting on the edge of the bed with the glass.

“Awww, shit, why’d you come?” he groaned. “I didn’t want you to see me like this.”

“Oh, stop. I don’t care,” she said gently.

His face was swollen. He’d taken the gauze out of his mouth and it was sitting on the nightstand in a soggy pink wet ball. I grabbed some tissues and picked it up before she saw it.

When I came back from the bathroom, she was holding his hand.

“He feels a little hot,” she said, looking at me.

I put a hand on his forehead and he swatted at me. “Get off me, dick. You smell like onions.”

I rolled my eyes. “He’s fine. The Advil will help.”

“Do you want some ice?” she asked. “For your face?”

“No, I’m just gonna go to sleep,” he said.

She squeezed his hand. “I’m making you lunch. Let me know when you’re ready.”

Gratitude moved across his expression.

I know he said he didn’t want it, but I could tell he was glad she’d come. Like she’d passed some test he didn’t know he was giving her.

I gave him the pills and he lay back down.

“We’ll be out here. Holler if you need us,” she said.

He nodded into his pillow and we returned to the kitchen.

“So McNougat…” she said, going back to the carrots.

I picked up my knife. “We couldn’t just let that go, huh?”

“Definitely not.”

“I like nougat candy,” I said, resuming my onion torture. “I got a big bag of them once on the way up to the cabin.”

“So they call you McNougat just for that?”

“That’s all it takes,” I said.

“Do the other guys have nicknames?”

“Yup. Jesse is Fisticuffs.”

She laughed. “Fisticuffs?”

“He got into a fight in the ninth grade.”

“Did he win?” she asked.

“No.”

She was cracking up.

“Xavier is Z,” I said.

“Why does he get the cool nickname?” she asked, scooping carrots into the stockpot.

“That is very Xavier of him, believe me. Completely on brand.”

“And Mike?” she asked.

“The Toilet Prince.”

She burst into laughter.

“It used to be Toilet Boy in grade school. Nobody but me and the guys were allowed to call him that.”

“I bet,” she said, still tittering.

“So what was Mike like in school?” she asked.

“Popular,” I said. “Prom king, popular. He played, two… three sports?”

She smiled. “He did?”

“Oh yeah. Got scholarships and everything.”

“But he didn’t go?” she asked.

“No. He tore his ACL in his senior year.”

“Oh. I didn’t know that. When I asked him about school, he just said he was a troublemaker.”

“He wasn’t. He was a good guy. He still is.” I smiled a little at my cutting board. “He used to protect us.”

“Protect you?” she said. “From what?”

“Anything? Anyone. He was the oldest. He took that job very seriously. Once Xavier snuck out with his dad’s car and picked us all up. He was fifteen, only had his permit. He crashed into a pylon at a drive-through at one a.m. Mike told Xavier’s dad that it was his idea to take the car and that he was driving. Tony made Mike lay pipe all summer for that.”

She shook her head. “Why did he do it?”

“Take the blame? Because Xavier’s dad was strict. It would have been worse for him. He probably would have sent him to military school.”

I watched her face go soft.

“I like that Mike did that,” she said.

I liked it too.

We finished the prep. The soup was on the stove simmering, so we went to sit on the sofa.

“There are no books here,” I said. “We have to watch TV.”

“Perfect. I have someone’s streaming password,” she said. Then she lolled her head to smile at me. “Sorry about that. My mom lacks boundaries.”

“Oh, I didn’t care,” I said honestly.

“You never came to go through those paperbacks,” she said, picking up Woofarine and putting him on her lap. “I texted you twice.”

“I got busy,” I said, not wanting to explain my real reasoning.

“Oh. Well you should come. I don’t have anyone to talk to about them. They’re so old there’s not even online reviews. I just finished this novel from the nineties about a guy in Anchorage who gets famous on one of the first reality shows. It’s so convoluted and I have nobody to complain with.”

“That does sound rough,” I said, trying to figure out the remote.

“If only there was someone who can read a book in three hours. Unless you made that three-hour book thing up.” She cocked her head.

“I didn’t make that up,” I said.

“No? Because I have the book in my purse. I already read most of it. You could read it now.”

“Is this a test?”

“It is not not a test.” She smiled.

“What are you gonna do while I’m reading?”

“Read something else on my e-reader.”

I took a dramatic breath and turned off the TV. “Fine. Give it to me.”

Two and a half hours later we were arguing.

“I don’t buy it,” she said. “You can’t convince me that he’s been living in the Alaskan woods with no running water, no toothbrush, and he gets not one but two gorgeous women to fall in love with him? He only showered once a week. I’m calling bullshit.”

“He was a homesteader,” I said. “A really good one.”

“So these women were impressed with his root cellar? Is that what I’m supposed to believe? That circumvents personal hygiene?”

“How do you know the women had good personal hygiene? Maybe they didn’t shower and brush their teeth either.”

“One was a producer on the show covering him and the other one was a model he met during the week he was in LA to film the reunion episode. I’m going to guess they both own toothbrushes. See, this is why I can’t deal with books that try to add romance to check a box. Half the time I can’t suspend my disbelief. You can’t just say to the reader, ‘These two are in love.’ You have to make us believe it.”

“I believed it,” I said.

“Then you have never fallen in love.”

I fake gasped. “That is an assumption. That is wrong.”

“Who’s the last person you were in love with?” she asked.

I made a show of thinking about it. “Kendra Watson.”

She gave me a look. “You just told me someone from grade school, didn’t you.”

I blinked at her. “How’d you know that?”

“Because you came at me with her first and last name? That is so third grade.”

“You don’t tell people you’re dating Michael Maddox?”

“No. I say ‘I’m dating a guy named Mike.’ Like a grown-up.”

“You know, technically Kendra and I are still together. We never broke up. She just ghosted me after recess one day and then I saw her wearing Liam McGillicutty’s Ring Pop at snack time. I was devastated.”

She was laughing. “Okay, so maybe you have fallen in love.”

I smiled.

Mike was still knocked out.

We’d eaten the soup an hour ago. She set some aside for him and put the rest into containers for her customers while I blew through her paperback.

She was right, it was a convoluted book. But I argued with her about it anyway just to play devil’s advocate, and because I liked debating with her for some reason.

She made a clicking sound with her throat.

I eyed her. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah, my throat’s a little itchy. I think maybe there was some peanut butter on the sponge I washed the cutting board with,” she said. “Mike makes those peanut butter banana protein shakes.”

“Your allergy’s that bad?” I asked, watching her dig in her purse for Benadryl.

“Yeah. It sucks.”

“Where’s your EpiPen?” I asked.

She handed it to me. I checked the fluid. “The soup was really good, by the way. I can see why people want to buy it,” I said, handing the medication back to her.

“Yeah. I need all the income I can get,” she said, putting the pen back in her purse. “I’m paying the minimums now on two extra credit cards I didn’t know I had.”

I stopped to look at her. “Wait… there’s more?”

“There were three,” she said. “The big one that took my tax return and two other ones for five thousand each. I found them when I ran my credit.”

I blinked at her. “Are you getting the money back?”

She drew in a deep breath. “Maybe? I filed a police report, I locked down my credit, and I disputed the charges, but he listed himself as a joint user on the accounts.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means that it appears that he had permission to use the cards. So I need a lawyer, which I can’t afford. I have to at least pay the minimums while I try and figure it out so my credit doesn’t get worse than it already is. Realistically I’m probably going to end up paying the whole thing.”

I sat back into the sofa. “Damn.”

“Yeah. My dad is a very good criminal, unfortunately.”

“Has he ever gone to jail?”

“Never for as long as he should have.” She nodded toward Mike’s room. “Should we check on him?”

I looked at my watch. It was two thirty. “He’s not due for his medication for another hour and a half. I say we just let him sleep.”

“Okay.”

I studied her while she took her Benadryl. “So what should we do now?” I asked.

“Well, I could run home and get my box of books,” she said, closing her bag.

“That’s not a terrible idea.”

“Are you going to take some home?” she asked. “You have to. Seriously. We’re using your streaming services, it’s the least I can do.”

“Well, if it will make you feel better.”

She scrunched up her face. “I’m sorry if my mom sent you any more weird texts.”

“She didn’t send me anything weird.”

“Are you sure?”

“Wait, come to think of it, she asked me for my Grocery Rewards number—”

She gasped.

“I’m kidding,” I chuckled. “She’s fine.”

She smiled. “Oh! You know what else I’ll bring?”

“What?”

“The bread pudding I made from the sourdough you gave me. I froze it.”

I lit up. I loved bread pudding.

“I bet Mike can eat it too. It’s soft,” she said, getting up.

“He’s not gonna eat that,” I said.

She looked at me weird. “Why?”

“He’s more of a protein and steamed vegetables kind of guy.”

“Oh,” she said, shrugging on her jacket. “Right. The training. Okay, well, more for us, McNougat.”

“You don’t get to call me that,” I said.

“You don’t get to choose your nickname,” she said, slinging her purse over her shoulder. “That’s not how nicknames work.”

I was smiling at her and she had her hand on the knob when Mike appeared behind me in the doorway of his room. I knew this because Larissa’s face brightened. “Oh, hey,” she said, coming back in and setting her purse on the table. She made her way to the doorway and slipped her arms around his waist. “How are you feeling? Are you hungry?” she asked.

“I could eat,” he said weakly.

She looked at me. “Do you think we should blend it? It’s got the beef in it. You think that might get stuck in his gums?”

“Probably.”

“Okay. I’ll puree it.”

She let him go and Mike came around the sofa and dropped onto the cushion next to me while Larissa went to the kitchen with Woofarine trailing behind her.

Mike rubbed his forehead. “Am I tripping or did Jesse get video?” he said, his voice rough.

“He did. I deleted it off his phone while he wasn’t looking.”

“Thanks.” He leaned his head back on the sofa cushion and closed his eyes. I could hear Larissa moving around in the kitchen.

“Do you know what soup she made?” he whispered. “I’m not eating anything with pasta.”

“I thought you wanted to carb load for the race,” I said quietly.

“Dick.”

I laughed dryly.

“She made it from scratch for you,” I said, my voice low. “It doesn’t have pasta, but even if it did, you should eat it.”

He groaned.

“She was cooking for over an hour. Also, it’s good.”

“Fine,” he mumbled, like he was making some huge sacrifice.

I pressed my lips together. Maybe it was just the way we were raised, but it wouldn’t even cross my mind to turn down something like that, no matter what was in it.

Mike was the only boy in his family, and Donna spoiled him. She cooked things he liked and he didn’t eat what he didn’t. I on the other hand, did not have parents who cooked. Mom and Dad were a lot of things, but chef was not one of them. They were always so busy I ate most of my meals growing up between Jesse’s, Xavier’s, or Mike’s house—mostly Mike’s. And as a guest, you said thank you and you ate what was given to you, and you acted like you liked it, even if you didn’t. It was what was polite.

That aside, the soup was delicious. And it was thoughtful too. Larissa didn’t have to come over at all, especially because he told her not to. It’s not like they’d been dating very long, nobody expected her to step in.

I liked that she had.

I leaned over the coffee table and picked up the book Larissa and I had been reading and looked at the cover while the blender started up around the corner. I still had a few more chapters. I was going to read them while she ran home, but suddenly I just didn’t feel up to it, like there was no point now. The book wasn’t good. The fun part was talking about it with her. Now that Mike was here, we couldn’t exclude him by discussing a book he hadn’t read.

So now I was a third wheel.

I stood. “Hey, I think I’m gonna cut out.”

Mike didn’t open his eyes. “Okay. Thanks, man. I appreciate you.”

“Yeah. Eat the soup,” I said.

“I will eat the soup.”

I waved goodbye to Larissa before she could turn the blender off, took my dog, and I left.
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LARISSA

Lexi pulled up in front of the apartment at 5:45 a.m. to pick me up for work.

“Hey,” I said, getting in her car.

She was putting her makeup on in the mirror. She had her black hair in two French braids—we got better tips when we wore it that way, but lately I didn’t have the energy for anything more than a messy bun or a quick ponytail.

I usually didn’t have the energy.

“Hey.” She smacked her lips and tossed her red lipstick into the cupholder. “Stop for cappuccinos or nah?”

“I can’t afford cappuccinos,” I said, buckling myself. “So nah.”

“I’m so sick of being broke,” she said. “You know what we need? Sugar daddies.”

I pulled down the visor. “I have a boyfriend, remember?”

“Totally different thing.” She put the car in gear. “Seriously, we should do it. Just go to lunch with some rich old guy and they give you like, three hundred bucks. Once, a sugar daddy took me to Edina and bought me a Coach bag and like, four hundred dollars’ worth of Clinique,” she said, pulling away from the curb. “I don’t even like Clinique, but I felt like I had to take it before he came to his senses.”

I turned to stare at her. “This is a thing you’ve actually done?”

“I mean, yeah. Sugar daddies are awesome.”

“But… what if they want sex?”

“You don’t give it to them? Most of them are just lonely. They want to talk, have someone to have dinner with. They’re usually pretty sweet.”

I shook my head. “You kill me.”

“I’m just sayin’. We’re never gonna get rich working at Donna’s.”

“No, we’re not,” I mumbled, putting my purse on my lap to dig for my eyelash curler. “I’ve got like seven jobs and I’m still not getting rich.”

“Seven? I thought you were just doing the soup thing.”

“No. I’ve been picking up side jobs for the last few weeks. Trying to pay off Mom’s medical bills and the credit cards. I’m donating plasma.”

“Ewww,” she said, making a face.

“It’s a hundred and twenty dollars twice a week—too much money not to do it. I need to find something else though. I’m getting tired of the pricks.”

“I’m telling you, sugar daddies. Their pricks don’t work.”

I laughed while I put on my mascara at a red light.

“Maybe you should sell your dirty socks,” she said.

“Ha ha.”

“I am being totally serious. There’s a huge market. Some guy paid me two hundred dollars to wear the same socks for a week. I did it, vacuum sealed them, and sent them to Ohio. Guy’s a regular now, we do six, seven transactions a year.”

“For dirty socks…” I deadpanned.

She shrugged. “The penis wants what the penis wants. I don’t kink shame,” she said. “I do kink question sometimes, but I never shame.”

I added it up in my head. “You make twelve hundred dollars a year like this?!”

“I make that just with that one guy.”

I gawked at her. “Oh my God. Is it safe?”

“Totally anonymous.”

I sat back into the seat. “Wow.”

The light turned green and she pulled forward.

I wore socks. And I could definitely use an extra twelve hundred a year.

“What else do you do?” I asked.

She shrugged. “For twenty bucks I’ll comment ‘Yikes’ on your ex’s last selfie.”

“Ha.”

“I love humbling terrible men. Most of the time I’ll do it for free. So, how’s it going with Mike?” she asked.

I was still shaking my head at the sock thing. “Good. He got his wisdom teeth out a few days ago, so I stayed over for the first time to help. Chris was there too for a bit. We hung out.”

“Huh. Can I be honest with you?”

“Sure?”

“I’m not digging the Mike thing,” she said.

I stopped mid mascara swipe. “What does that mean?”

“I’m not into it. I think you should dump him.”

“What?”

“Dump him. He’s not the one.”

I laughed. “How do you know?”

“I’m an empath—I can just tell. You’re not in love with him.”

“We just started dating. Nobody is in love with anybody yet.”

“He’s in love with you.”

“No, he isn’t,” I said, doing a final swipe of mascara and twisting the cap back on the tube.

“That boy’s got you burning low,” she said. “I’m very sensitive to energy. Your flame is itty bitty with him. Tea-candle sized.”

“Really.”

“I’m serious. It’s sort of sad to watch.”

I gave her a look. “Why? Because we’re not declaring our love after thirteen weeks?”

“At thirteen weeks you two should be feral for each other,” she said. “Can’t keep your hands off him. It’s way too early to be this fucking bored.”

“I’m not bored,” I said defensively.

“He’s not bored. You’re practically sleepwalking. This is the fun time, when his penis is all shiny and new. You should have a raging UTI right now. Your PH should be a shitshow.”

“My mom picked men who made her feral and look how that turned out. I’m fine with being rationally in like with someone. It’s safer. Also, I’m happy with my balanced PH. And Mike. He’s a wonderful human. He’s polite to his servers, he tips well, he respects his mom, he has great friends—”

“I don’t know. I just don’t see it.”

“Well, I do,” I said, digging in my purse again. “So I guess that’s what matters, right?”

She stuck a piece of gum in her mouth. “Hey, speaking of friends, what’s up with Chris?” she asked. “Who’s he seeing?”

“Nobody,” I said, pulling out my lip balm. “Not as far as I know anyway.”

“Maybe I should hit him up. I love that nerdy, brainiac thing he’s got going on.”

“I think he’s too nice for you,” I said, twisting the cap off and dabbing some balm on my lips.

She narrowed her eyes over the steering wheel. “I do like a guy with a criminal record…” She smacked her gum. “What do you think about him?” she asked. “Smash or Pass.”

“You want me to play Smash or Pass with Mike’s best friend…”

“Yeah, why not.”

“Because it’s disrespectful.”

She looked over at me with her mouth open. “Oh my God. It’s smash.”

I pulled my face back. “What? No, it isn’t.”

“Yeah, it is. Because if it wasn’t, you’d just be all gross, pass. You wouldn’t argue about the morality of the game.”

“Fine,” I said, tossing the tube back in my purse. “It’s pass.”

“Nope. Too late now. It’s smash. And look, I don’t even blame you. I’d let that guy rub me to pieces like toilet paper in a public restroom—if he had a criminal record.”

I was laughing now.

Chris was cute. He was a little more than cute, actually. But still.

I’d liked the way his hoodie smelled—back when I thought it was Mike’s. Only because I thought it was Mike’s, I told myself.

Like he heard me thinking about him, Chris texted me.


Chris: Woofarine killed a frog today and brought it to me in bed. Come get your child.



I cracked up over my phone.


Me: Pictures or it didn’t happen.

Chris: There. Picture sent. I promise you that frog wasn’t there before.



I choked at the dead frog on his white sheet.


Me: [image: ] grounded.



I was grinning at my screen. Lexi glanced at me. “Who’s that?”

“Chris. The dog left a dead frog in his bed,” I said, showing her the picture.

She wrinkled her nose at it. “Huh. Nice bedroom furniture.”

“Mike also has nice bedroom furniture,” I said, putting my phone away.

“Yeah, but do you think his mom picked it out? I mean, he lives in the guesthouse, right?”

I thought about it. Maybe his mom did pick it out. It did match the vibe of the main house. I shrugged. “I don’t care if she did. He keeps it clean,” I said.

“Yeah, I can see that about him. He seems meticulous. Isn’t it funny how you can just tell when a guy has a dirty refrigerator door? Like, you don’t even need to go over there, he’s just giving dirty refrigerator door energy?”

I was laughing again.

Chris had a clean refrigerator door. I’d been going over there while he was at work for the last few days to walk the dog. His whole house was nice actually—except for his bookshelf, which was a chaotic mess of hardcovers and paperbacks that looked like he read them too fast to put them away properly. They were stacked in teetering piles, some of them on the floor. I wanted to organize it for him but I felt like it was rude. I didn’t know him that well yet to offer to fix his shelves.

I didn’t know him well enough yet to have a key to his house either, but here we were.

Lexi parked behind the restaurant.

We got out of the car and she pulled her apron out of her bag. “Maybe I should bone that guy who comes in with the hard hat,” she said, tying it on.

“The one who has the motorcycle?” I asked, closing the car door.

“Yeah. Or is that shitting where I eat? It is, huh.”

“You could always go back to your ex,” I said.

“I’d rather literally shit where I eat.”

Another text came through. This time a picture of Woofarine sleeping with his tongue out, looking like a little angel.

Chris took a lot of pictures of our dog. I think he took more than I did. I wondered if he posted them online.

We didn’t follow each other on our socials yet. I opened the app and searched for him. He had a private account, so I sent him a request. He approved it immediately.

I smiled and DM’d him.


Me: You’re up early.

Chris: The frog woke me up. I touched it with my foot, it was under the covers.



I slapped a hand over my mouth, laughing before going back to look at his grid.

As expected, it was completely full of pictures of Woofarine. That dog was his whole life right now. He was like a new parent with his first child, photos of everything. I was really glad he agreed to let me help him. I think he and Wooferine needed each other.

I scrolled down, double-tapping until the Woofarine pictures stopped. Then it was mostly pictures of him with the guys. One of him and Mike at the gym, a few at the concert the night we met, and then a little further back was a close-up of him holding a frail, wrinkled hand. The photo was in black and white and the caption was him letting everyone know his mom had passed and she was with his dad now.

Both his parents were gone.

I swiped left to a picture of him as a little boy with his parents at a wedding, probably twenty years ago. He was in a little brown suit and she was holding his hand there too. His dad was on the other side, a smiling, much older version of Chris. I didn’t even know them and I felt the twinge of sadness just looking at it.

Yes, my dad was a piece of work, but at least I had my mom. I couldn’t imagine being alone in the world. I knew he had the guys, but it wasn’t the same thing.

I didn’t want to like the post. I didn’t think he wanted to see a notification on something he was trying to work through. I went back up and looked at his highlights. He had one for book quotes. I smiled and tapped it, swiping through to see which ones I knew. I paused at a passage I recognized.


Maybe this isn’t the kind of love that deserves to exist.
 Maybe it’s the kind that wars start over.
 The kind that topples empires and never leaves the world better than it found it.



Cross Stitch, by J. C. Vale. I’d loved that part too.

I took a screenshot.

“Hey, are we going in or what?” Lexi was standing impatiently by the back door.

“Yeah, sorry.” I put my phone away.

We came into the café and put our stuff in the locker. Mike’s sister Janessa was there opening the register. She didn’t even look up.

Lexi leaned in while I started the coffee. “Now, that is someone who needs to get laid,” she whispered.

“Oh my God, stop,” I whispered back.

“The last guy she dated had balls hanging off the back of his truck.”

I choked quietly.

“Uh, there’s a lot to do?” Janessa said, shooting us an annoyed look.

We gave each other an amused glance and separated.

I made the cute picture of Woofarine my screensaver, and I saved the quote in a folder in my phone.

“Thank God for this job,” Lexi said, turning on the syrup warmer. “I don’t think I’d eat more than once a day if I wasn’t getting a meal for free.”

Honestly, it was one of the only perks of restaurant work. I usually saved half my lunch to eat for dinner. If we really got lucky, the chefs would mess up an order and I’d get to take that home, too, though Donna and Janessa usually made them throw it away so they wouldn’t “mess up on purpose” to get extra meals. At this point I wasn’t above digging a perfectly good sandwich out of the trash.

“One day I want to have brand-name cereal money,” I said, tying on my apron.

“With real milk,” Lexi said, filling up the creamer bowls. “Not the evaporated stuff Mom always got when the electricity was shut off and we didn’t have a fridge.”

“God, why was it so bad?” I grimaced.

“We used to buy the cherry Kool-Aid packets because they were so cheap. One time I put that on cereal just so I didn’t have to use the shitty milk.”

“I used to get excited when the food shelf had the brand-name SpaghettiOs. The ones with the meatballs in them,” I said, still remembering the elation when they had a can.

“Bonus if it wasn’t expired.”

“I don’t know how we would have survived if it wasn’t for WIC and the free pantries,” I said, filling up a sanitizer bucket. “One day I want to make enough to donate all the stuff I wish they’d had.”

She wiped coffee grounds off the counter. “No Great Value brand. No cereal in a bag.”

“And no Vienna sausages,” I said.

“If I never eat another fucking Vienna sausage… I think we’re closer to needing the food shelf than donating to it though,” she muttered.

She was right. But I could still dream.
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CHRIS


I blinked at the customer. “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?”

The young woman on the other side of the counter looked impatient. “My boyfriend takes it instead of me,” she said, slower this time like that would help it make sense.

“Your boyfriend takes your birth control pills…” I said carefully.

“Yes. I said this already.”

I was too stunned to speak. Truly, no one prepares you for retail pharmacy.

“He says the hormones make me crabby,” she said. “So I just need you to change the phone number on the prescription to his so he can get the calls when it’s refilled.”

“How long has he been doing this?” I asked.

“I don’t know? A year?”

I fought to keep my face neutral. “This medication isn’t safe for men to take,” I explained. “There are extensive side effects, not one of which is pregnancy prevention.”

She stared at me. “What do you mean?”

“It doesn’t work as a contraceptive unless you have a uterus,” I said.

She was quiet for a long moment. “What kind of side effects?”

“The development of breast tissue, decreased libido, erectile dysfunction—”

She slapped a hand over her mouth and stood there, eyes wide. She stared at me just long enough for it to be weird, then spun and walked stiffly from the counter.

My pharmacy tech Waylon came up behind me. “What’d you do to her?” he asked, leaning over to see her break into a jog down the aisle.

“I think I just explained why her boyfriend’s penis hasn’t been working.”

“Nice. There’s someone in the drive-through asking for you.”

“Asking for a pharmacist or asking for me?”

“You.”

I turned for the window and found Mike waving at me from his truck. My dog was on his lap and Larissa was in the passenger seat, smiling.

I immediately perked up at the surprise.

We’d been sharing Woofarine for a few weeks now. She was a good dog mom. She’d send me pictures of them on a walk, or her giving Woofarine a bath. I paid for all the food and supplies and packed a bag for her on the days she took him so she wouldn’t have to buy anything. I gave her a key to my house so she could get in to walk him while I was at work.

I liked having a dog. I just didn’t like having a dog that was going to be home alone all day. But this arrangement was actually working.

I had to admit I liked co-parenting with her. We’d swap books when we did the handoff. Sometimes we’d stand in my doorway talking about them. But mostly I liked the way Woofarine would smell when he’d come home. Like tangerines. My hoodie also probably smelled like tangerines. I wouldn’t know, I refused to check, and the moment I realized I wanted to, I threw it in the washer.

“Hey,” I said, smiling, picking up the receiver to talk through the window.

“What’s up, McNougat? Thought maybe you’d want to come to lunch with us,” Mike said. “We’re eating at a sushi place across the street.”

I looked at my watch. “My break isn’t for another hour.”

“We can bring you something,” Larissa said, leaning forward so I could hear her.

“Okay. Thanks.”

“We’ll send you the menu,” Mike said. “Hey, wanna go on a walk tomorrow? You’re off, right?”

“Uh, sure?”

“Jesse’s coming too. I’ll text you the info.”

Then he gave me a peace sign and left.

I smiled after the truck.

“Damn,” Waylon said when I hung up. “Your boy’s got a hot girlfriend.”

Yes. Yes, he does.

Larissa had the kind of face that you could see for five seconds in passing and think about for the rest of the day. Unforgettably beautiful.

And she was nice too.

Also, she was hilarious. The texts between us about Woofarine cracked me up.

The last one was from this morning. He’d caught a mole at the dog park. I got a photo of a limp rodent with the words Time of Death 9:31 a.m.

Woofarine was so fast, you couldn’t stop him. You had to check his mouth to make sure he didn’t have a carcass before you let him in from the yard—and he was an escape artist too. He was so tiny he could fit through a crack in the fence. I was half convinced he had a collapsible rib cage, I had to line the yard with chicken wire.

The potty training was going great though. He was smart. Really smart. They could have used him for police work if he wasn’t so small. He was like an itty-bitty Belgian Malinois that wore sweaters and liked to snuggle.

I went back to work. An hour later, Mike came in and dropped off my lunch. Larissa didn’t come with him. I took my food to the break room and was eating when the cemetery called. Mom’s headstone was finished.

That was it.

The last thing that I would ever do for my parents was done. There was something so final about it. They were gone. I was all that was left of our family.

I would give every penny to go back in time, knowing what I know. Maybe I could have changed things. Maybe not.

But I’d have to live with it now, either way.
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LARISSA


Mike wasn’t picking up.

It was 9:02 a.m. I was standing by my car with Woofarine in the park’s parking lot. We were supposed to be meeting Chris and Jesse for a walk. The walk was Mike’s idea, but he was already fifteen minutes late.

I’d gone to lunch with him yesterday, and everything was fine. I did food deliveries until six, babysat until ten, he texted me good night. Now nothing. Maybe he slept through his alarm?

I called again to leave a message just as Chris drove into the parking lot. “It’s me. Where are you? I’m getting worried, so call me back.”

I hung up and walked over to meet Chris as he got out of the car. Woofarine started straining against the leash the second he saw him.

“Hey, where’s Mike?” Chris said, closing his door and crouching to pet the dog.

“I don’t know. He’s not answering his phone,” I said, looking around the park. “Where’s Jesse?”

“He canceled.”

I turned back to him. “He did? Why?”

“Flat tire. He texted the group chat saying he couldn’t come. You’re taking Woofarine home after, right?” Chris said, kissing our dog’s head. “I have work tomorrow.”

“Yeah. Drop him off on Sunday?”

“If you can. I can come pick him up too,” he said.

“Okay. I’ll text you.”

Chris stood and looked around the parking lot, then glanced at his watch. “Should we sit while we wait?”

“Sure.”

We made our way to the picnic table facing the tennis court. “So what’s this walk?” Chris asked.

“Mike went running in the park reserve last week and said it was really pretty. Lots of pear trees or something?”

“Oh yeah. They’re blooming this time of year. You’ve never been here?” he asked.

I shook my head.

I’d looked it up online. A ski chalet and swimming pond and miles of bike trails. “The website said it’s almost five thousand acres. They have a dog park too.”

“Oh, cool. We should take Woofarine.”

“We should take Woofarine. Woofie needs a lot more exercise so he’s too tired to kill things,” I said, giving our dog a fake stern look.

“Did I tell you he parkoured his way into the pantry a few days ago?”

I sucked in air. “No…”

“Yeah. He climbed the wire racks until he got to the cheese puffs. I found him inside the bag. He was orange.”

I burst out laughing. “Why didn’t you send me a picture?”

“I didn’t have time to take one because I had to put him straight into the sink. That stuff’s harder to get off than you think,” he said.

I was dying. “I’m sorry, it’s not funny.”

He was trying not to smile. “It is kind of funny.”

“Why do you think he’s like this?”

“I don’t know. Yorkies are ratting dogs. It’s probably bred into him.”

“Maybe he had to hunt for his own food,” I said, looking at the dog. “That’s sort of sad.”

“Well, at least he’s good at it. He didn’t starve.”

We sat on the top of the table with our feet on the bench. I plopped my backpack next to me and peered over at him. He had on a T-shirt, exercise shorts, running shoes, sunglasses—and a fanny pack. I made an amused noise.

“What?” he said, looking at me.

“Nothing. It’s just you have a fanny pack.”

“This is a satchel,” he said with mock seriousness.

“Riiiiight. A satchel.” I leaned back on my hands.

“You have an objection to practical walking gear?”

“It’s a little nerdy. And what about your water bottle? You’re going to carry it? In your hand?”

He lifted his shirt to show me a water bottle holster around his waist on the opposite side. He accidently flashed me a small glimpse of his stomach. A trail of hair and a well-etched V muscle. He pulled his shirt back down. “Is this cool enough for you or should I go back and get my beer hat?”

I laughed, my heart beating a little fast for some reason.

Mike wouldn’t have been caught dead in a fanny pack. His whole outfit for this hike would be carefully picked out. All brand names, a tank top to show off his arms.

Chris was a lot less image conscious. He was the kind of guy who’d wear a goofy Halloween costume to work. It wasn’t a shortcoming of Mike’s that he wasn’t like that. More like it was noteworthy that Chris was.

I liked the fanny pack.

My phone rang and I wrestled it out of my bag. It was Mike. I swiped to answer. “Hey, where are you?”

“Babe, I am so sorry I’m not gonna make it. I’ve got another headache.”

My face fell. “Oh no. Do you want me to bring you something?”

“No, no. You guys walk. Go without me.”

I shook my head. “I don’t feel right going if you’re sick—”

“You guys are already down there.”

“Mike…”

“Babe, go. I’ll be fine. Seriously.” He didn’t sound fine. He sounded out of it. He was talking slow.

“It’s another migraine?” I asked.

“Yeah. I get ’em sometimes. You guys walk, okay? Don’t leave my boy hanging.”

I let out a sigh. “Well, we don’t know where we’re going.”

“It’s easy,” he said. “Take the paved path off the playground, go right. It’s a loop. Took me an hour and a half. It’s nice,” he said, his voice a little raspy. “You’ll have a good time.”

Chris was watching me.

“Okay,” I said. “You really don’t want me to come?”

“Definitely not.”

“All right. I’ll text you when we’re done. I’ll come over after.”

“No, don’t. I need to take it easy. I’ll probably just sleep today and see you tomorrow.”

“Saturday? Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Okay…” I said a little hesitantly.

“Call me later.”

We hung up.

“He’s got another migraine,” I said, looking at Chris. “It’s just us. Do you still want to go? Or we can just go home.”

He seemed to think about it a second. “Let’s go if you’re up for it. It’s a nice day. We’re already here, and Woofarine wants to walk,” he said, talking to the dog, who tilted his head at the W-word.

I didn’t really feel right going. Part of me wanted to check on Mike even though he told me not to. Honestly, if Jesse had come so Chris wouldn’t have to walk alone, I probably would have left. But I did want to see the park. I spent so much time working, I barely got time to be in nature, and this was my only day off where I wasn’t planning on side hustling. I’d actually passed on babysitting for this and if I left now, I’d have lost the income for nothing. Plus, I’d driven all the way over here.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s walk.”

We slid off the table and made our way to the paved trail that led into the park reserve.

It was spring. Everything was bright green and blooming. Butterflies and bees buzzed around and the air smelled like earth and grass. We went right when the trail forked and were walking under some trees, Woofarine pulling on the leash like he was charging into battle.

“I wonder how far we’d have to go for him to actually get tired,” I said.

“How long is this walk?” Chris asked.

“I don’t know. Mike said it’s an hour and a half loop.”

He looked at his smartwatch. “I’m gonna track it. See how many miles it is.” He nodded at Woofarine, straining against his harness. “Want me to take him?”

“No, I’m okay.”

“If he were bigger, he’d be dragging you.”

“If he were bigger, he’d be hunting bears.”

Chris laughed.

“Poor Woofie. He probably never got to go for walks,” I said. “He has a much better life now.” I glanced at Chris. “Have you thought more about keeping him?”

“I was going to talk to you about that. How do you think things are going? Are you still good with everything or…”

“Yeah,” I said. “I like helping. I’ll keep taking him if you keep him.”

“Okay.” He looked at me. “Then I’ll keep him.”

I grinned. “Really?”

“Yeah. He’s a good boy. I do have one request though,” he said.

“What?”

“You gave him a bath the other day.”

“Yessss, I sent you a picture.”

“You didn’t spike his hair into a Mohawk. That’s mandatory dog bath stuff. I don’t make the rules.”

I let out an amused sound. “Okay, well, I have it under the highest authority that you went to get coffee with him last week and you didn’t get him a puppuccino. That’s illegal and you should be in jail.”

He looked surprised. “Who told you that?”

I’d seen him. I was delivering a drink order, one of my many jobs.

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Just know that I see and hear everything, and going forward I will consider that a violation of our custody order.”

“I didn’t know about the puppuccino thing and nobody offered me one.”

“Poor Woofie, still living in neglect. Promise to do better.”

He chuckled.

My phone made an oink sound and I pulled it out. “Sorry, it’s one of my pet-sitting clients. I have to reply.”

“You pet-sit?”

“Yeah. It’s a pig.”

“A pig?”

“An emotional-support pig,” I said, reading the message. “His owner’s out of town. He has an automatic feeder and water bowl. My whole job is to open the hot tub and sit there while he swims for an hour.”

“Are you serious?”

“I am very serious. Look.” I scrolled up the thread to show him the picture I’d sent the owner yesterday. It was a pink hundred-and-fifty-pound pig in a Jacuzzi.

He was shaking his head. “Where do you find these jobs?”

“Online city groups,” I said, putting my phone away.

“What else have you done?” he asked.

“Lots of stuff. I’m a mystery shopper.”

“Really? What does that pay?”

“It depends. Once I took a job where I had to walk into a candle store and report back if they greeted me. That was it. Ten dollars. Sometimes you get free food if it’s a food place. You have to pay for the food up front and they reimburse you, which I don’t like, but I do get the money back. Sometimes all they want is pictures of things.”

“Of what?” He swatted away a bee.

“Whatever they’re selling. Like they want you to go into a makeup store to photograph the perfumes or something.”

“Why would they want that?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe to see if their product is being merchandised correctly? I’m also doing the snackle boxes again now that the ice is off the lakes.”

“And those are?”

“Tackle boxes with snacks in them. Cheese, candy, pickles, meat. They’re popular for fishing season. It’s a thing I’ve been doing for a few years. Want to see a picture?”

“Yes.”

I pulled up the social media page I used for my little business and showed him.

He stopped walking to look at it. “Wow. That’s cool.” He swiped up to the top of the page. “You have four thousand followers,” he said, sounding impressed.

“Yeah. I had a timelapse video go viral. See? It’s the pinned one.”

I studied him while he watched it.

“You could do this full-time,” he said, handing me back my phone.

“No, not really. It’s seasonal,” I said, putting my cell back in my pocket. “Also, it’s boring. I’m just putting snacks in compartments. It’s not exactly something you want to do for forty hours a week.”

He nodded. “I get that. So I’m guessing the thing with your dad never came off your credit, then?”

“No. I think I’m going to end up paying it—at least the part of it I can’t get the collections agencies to waive.”

We walked in silence a moment.

“Why not serve at a better restaurant?” he asked. “I mean, I love Donna’s, but you could probably rake it in somewhere more upscale.”

I blew a breath out through my nose.

I hated my job. But I couldn’t bring myself to quit, because if I did, I’d just be doing it to go do the same thing somewhere else. I wanted to leave to leave.

It wasn’t that I hated Donna’s exactly, I just didn’t want to wait on tables anymore. I’d been doing it since I was sixteen. I didn’t want to learn a new menu, didn’t want to do any of it. I was so burned out. My body was tired, my feet hurt all the time, I was sick of dealing with rude customers and waking up early or coming home late and smelling like french fries.

“I don’t want to be a waitress my whole life.”

“Okay. What do you want to be?”

I looked over at him. “I don’t know. I’m waiting for something to speak to me. I think I’ll know it when I see it.”

Woofarine sniffed the grass on the side of the trail and started to circle, and Chris pulled out a poop bag from his satchel.

“Why did you decide to be a pharmacist?” I asked.

“I was almost a doctor.” He leaned over to pick up the poop. “I didn’t want to be bedside with patients. I want to help people, but I like the science side of it more.”

“Hmmmmm. That’s very nerdy, Christopher. Do you mind if I call you Christopher?”

“Uh, I actually do mind,” he said. “That’s what my mom called me when she was mad at me.”

“Does it trigger your flight response?”

He knotted the bag. “It makes me want to immediately clean my room.”

“Ha. At least it’s not McNougat,” I said.

“You have me there.”

I laughed and the corners of his eyes creased.

We stopped at a Porta Potty after about an hour of walking. There was a spigot next to it and we topped off our water bottles and Chris threw the poop away in the trash can. He looked at his watch. “Two and a half miles.”

I crouched to give Woofarine something to drink out of the little folding bowl I carried for him. He sniffed the water and turned away.

“Want me to take him?” he asked, nodding at the leash.

“Sure.” I scanned both ways down the bike trail and didn’t see anyone on the path. For it being a Friday, there was hardly anyone out here. It was weird to say, but I was kind of glad Mike and Jesse hadn’t come.

There was something calming about Chris. It took so little energy to hang out with him. We didn’t have to force conversation, we could talk about books or Woofarine or we could walk in total silence and I didn’t feel like I had to fill it—or he did.

Mike didn’t like silence. He was always joking or telling an animated story. I liked his stories, but sometimes it was nice to just be quiet.

“So what soup are you making next?” he asked, putting his water bottle away.

“Why? Any special requests?”

“I could be convinced to buy chicken and dumplings. It was one of the rare things my mom used to make. I haven’t had it in a while.”

“Okay. I’ll see what I can do.”

He smiled and put on hand sanitizer and offered me some. I rubbed it into my palms and looked around. The landscape had shifted from open prairies with green grass and wildflowers to woods and tall trees that bent over the trail. It was beautiful and tranquil.

“I almost passed on this to babysit today,” I said, watching the breeze roll through the canopy.

“Are you glad you didn’t?” he asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. I am.”
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CHRIS


I was having a good time. I was glad Larissa hadn’t left when the others bailed. I don’t think I would have stayed if I had to walk alone, especially because she would have taken the dog.

It had warmed up as the day went on and the sun was baking us. Her face was pink, and her shoulders were getting red. Sometimes the trail would cut through a wooded area, but for the most part we had no coverage from the sun. She’d taken her hoodie off an hour ago and shoved it into her backpack. She had on a white tank top and some shorts. Her hair was in a ponytail pulled through a black hat with the logo from Mike’s gym.

It looked a lot better on her than it did on Mike.

“We should put sunblock on,” I said.

“Do you have some?” she asked.

I unzipped my satchel and pulled out a tube.

“Thanks,” she said, taking it. “I put some on before I left the house, but I think I’m sweating it off. I didn’t think we’d be out here this long. How many miles have we gone?”

I looked at my watch. “Four.”

“He said an hour and a half, so we’re probably almost done,” she said, squirting some lotion into her hand before giving the bottle back to me.

I was getting hungry. I wanted to ask if she wanted to go get something to eat after but immediately shot the idea down. It was one thing to be on this walk that we hadn’t intended to do without anyone else. It was something different to make plans with her afterward. Alone, just the two of us—no. If it were Becca, it wouldn’t have mattered. But with Larissa it just did. I couldn’t explain why.

I started putting on sunblock while she pulled out her water bottle and crouched to offer some to Woofarine, but he didn’t want it again.

“He hasn’t had anything to drink,” she said, standing. “Should we be concerned about it?”

“We’re almost done,” I said, slapping lotion on the back of my neck. “He’s probably okay.”

She looked down at our dog, worried. He didn’t look worried. He looked ready to continue the charge. I don’t know where all the energy came from, he’d dragged us for the last four miles.

She watched him while she tipped her water into her mouth. Then she gagged.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“So bad.” She spit it out. “Sooooo bad.”

“What do you mean it’s bad?”

“It tastes like blood.” She grimaced.

I put the sunblock away and pulled out my water and tried it. I had to spit it out too. “Rusty pipes,” I said, wiping my chin.

“Is it dangerous?”

I shook my head. “No, it just tastes like shit. No wonder he won’t drink it.”

“Gross.” She blanched.

I dumped my water into the grass. “When I was in grade school, the water in the drinking fountain tasted like that. If you got thirsty enough to drink it, the kids would make fun of you and call you Vampire Boy for the rest of the day.”

She laughed, putting her water bottle back into her bag.

I nodded at it. “You’re not gonna dump it?”

“No, I’m gonna keep it in case I need to wash my hands. You never know what rotten thing Woofie might get ahold of.”

She wasn’t wrong about that.

We started walking again. Woofarine was still pulling on the leash.

“This would be a nice first date,” I said, looking at some wildflowers.

“No. You cannot take someone on a hike for a first date,” she said.

“Why not?”

She gave me a look. “Are you serious? Hi, I know I’ve never met you before but would you like to join me alone in the woods?”

“It’s pretty,” I said, gesturing at the flowers. “You wouldn’t like this kind of date?”

“I would, yeah. But not for the first one. What if you murder me?”

“Okay, assuming you know me well enough to know I’m not going to murder you, why not?”

“Let’s see. I’d want to be able to look at you, for one. That’s hard when you’re walking next to someone. If I want to leave, I can’t unless the guy walks me out, and that’s awkward. Also, what if it’s hot? Or cold? Nobody wants to sweat or shiver on a first date. And then there’s an incline and I’m gasping for breath, fighting for my life, trying not to let him see how out of shape I am.”

“Ha. You’re not out of shape though.”

Then I realized how that sounded, like I’d been checking her out. “I… I just mean you seem fine on this walk.”

“I walk a lot at work. I’m used to it. Not sure how I’d do if there were hills though.”

A warm breeze blew and her perfume danced across my nose. I turned away from it and pretended to be looking at the tree line.

When I glanced at my watch again, we were almost at mile six.

“How long have we been out here?” she asked, noticing me check.

“Over two hours now.” I wrinkled my forehead. “Maybe we should look at a map. Do you think we took a wrong turn?”

“There haven’t been any turns.”

She was right. The path had been clear, no forks.

We moved under a tree for shade and I pulled out my phone.

“Okay, let’s see.” I tapped Google Maps.

The area we were in was solid green. Nothing but forest. I zoomed out. More green. I zoomed out again. Still green. I shook my head. “Where the hell are we?”

“Let me see.” She leaned over to look at my phone. It only took her a second to register what I’d already realized. “We’re in the middle of nowhere!” She looked up at me. “Why would Mike send us out here?”

“I don’t know. I’m calling him.”

He didn’t answer until the sixth ring. “What?”

He was drunk. I knew it immediately.

“Uh, hey,” I said, trying not to let Larissa see it on my face. “We’re on this walk and we’ve been out here over two hours. The map says we’re in the middle of the park reserve. Are we on the right trail?”

“How should I know?”

I glanced at Larissa.

“You said it was an hour and a half,” I said.

“It is. I just did it the other day.”

I paused. “Were you running?”

“Yeah? Why?”

I squeezed my eyes shut. Then I moved the phone from my mouth. “It’s an hour and a half, running,” I told her.

I watched the realization move across her face.

Mike was an athlete. He could sprint ten miles on his lunch break without even breaking a sweat.

“Mike, you have us out here in the middle of nowhere.”

“Just walk out. It’s not hard. You just… walk.” He sounded like he was falling asleep.

I put my back to Larissa and lowered my voice. “Hey, are you okay? You sound a little—”

“I’m fine. Hey, I gotta go,” he slurred. Then he hung up. I watched the phone screen go black in my hand.

“Is he okay?” she asked from behind me.

I turned and nodded. “Yeah. Yeah, he’s fine. I just think he’s a little out of it. From the migraine,” I added.

I didn’t think he was out of it from the migraine. I didn’t think he had a migraine at all. This was twice now. Something was up with him.

I wanted to ask Larissa how Mike had been doing. He had a history of anxiety and back in high school he drank to deal with it, but I couldn’t be sure whether he’d told her, and it wasn’t my place to let that slip if he hadn’t.

I’d have to talk to him about what the heck was going on, but for now I had to get us out of the woods.

“Okay,” I said. “We need to figure out where we’re at and how much farther we have to go.”

She nodded. “All right. Let’s sit and get our bearings.”

We found a shady spot just off the trail and sat on a log.

“We’re in the middle,” I said, looking at the map. “We’re almost as far in as we are out. A little less if we backtrack.”

“I don’t want to backtrack,” she said.

“We’ll get out faster.”

“Yeah, but we’ve already seen that. I don’t want to see it again. I want to see what I haven’t seen.”

“We have no water.”

“I have water. It’s gross, but it’s water. I have enough for both of us. Woofarine can drink from the next stream we pass. We’re not gonna die.”

I looked over at her. “You really want to keep going?”

She shrugged. “Yeah. Why not. What if what’s coming is better than what we’ve already done?”

I laughed a little.

The tenacity again.

The woman had a hundred jobs, she never took a day off. She quite literally didn’t slow down. She was like Woofarine, only without the urge to massacre.

I liked it.

“Okay,” I said. “We’ll keep going.”

“Let’s take an inventory of what we have,” she said. “Take a little break, have a snack.”

“You have snacks?”

“I always have snacks.”

She started rummaging through her backpack. She pulled out a chocolate-chip granola bar, an apple, and a couple of the individually wrapped breadsticks that Donna used as a side for the soups at work. She handed me one.

“I love these,” I said, unwrapping it.

“Me too. Better than crackers because they don’t get smooshed. I only take the ones the customers don’t open. Donna tosses them. I’m not stealing breadsticks.”

“I would never suggest such a thing,” I said, taking a bite.

“So what’s in your satchel?” she said with a smirk, nodding at it. “Anything useful?”

I unclipped it and handed it to her.

She set it in her lap and dug through it. “Benadryl, Band-Aids, hand sanitizer, cortisone—this looks exactly like a fanny pack packed by a pharmacist. Oh! This could be good.” She held up a packet of grape-flavored electrolyte powder. “Might make the water taste better. Can I use it?”

“Go ahead.”

She put her water bottle between her knees and unscrewed the cap, tore the corner off with her teeth, and poured it in.

When she tasted it, she gagged.

“Still bad?” I asked, watching her make a face.

“Now it’s grape blood.”

“We probably should drink it no matter how terrible it is. We have a couple more hours of walking,” I said.

“Be my guest.” She handed it to me.

It was the absolute worst thing I’d ever tasted in my entire life. It was all I could do to swallow it.

Fucking Mike.

I took a few more swigs, then handed the bottle back to her. She took another swallow, shivered, and put the cap back on.

When she was putting the water into her bag, she nodded at my leg. “I think you have a tick on you.”

I jumped up and swatted it off, doing a little dance.

“Don’t like bugs?” she asked.

“I’m not a fan of Lyme disease,” I said, looking my calves over. “Or the deer these things come on.”

“Yes, let’s not forget those hideous monsters. You still think this would be a good date?” she asked, opening her granola bar and taking a bite. She smiled at me while she chewed.

“Well, there’s something to be said about trauma bonding.”

She cracked up.

She gave me the other half of the granola bar, then took a bite out of the apple and offered it to me. I took it from her and took a bite and handed it back.

She bit off a piece of apple and fed it to Woofarine and I gave him some of the training treats I carried. Larissa dug through her backpack one more time and found a beef stick. She held it up like she’d discovered the holy grail and honestly it felt that way, out here in the middle of nowhere.

“Everything just tastes better when you’re lost in the wilderness,” she said, watching me chew my half of it.

“I don’t even like these and this is the best thing I’ve ever eaten.”

“What did you rate the bread?” she asked, nodding at the breadstick wrapper on the tree trunk between us.

“An eleven out of ten.”

“See? Sometimes happiness comes from the most unexpected places.”

“We’ll have to thank Mike,” I mumbled, giving Woofarine the last bite of the jerky.

We reapplied sunblock, cleaned up our mess, took one more painful swallow of our grape blood water, and got back on the trail.

The stop was a good one. I felt better. Ready to take on the next six miles—actually looking forward to the next six miles, I realized.

I didn’t enjoy being plunked in the woods on some epic adventure with no warning, but I did like the company.

It made me think The Amazing Race or Naked and Afraid, where the person you’re partnered with makes all the difference.

“You know what this makes me think of?” she said.

“What?”

“Naked and Afraid.”

I grinned. “I was thinking the same thing.”

“Would you ever go on a show like that?” she asked, glancing at me.

“God no. Would you?”

She shrugged. “I think it would be cool. I’d learn so much about myself.”

“You’d learn what malaria feels like,” I said.

“I’d learn to appreciate the comforts I have at home. I’d learn to savor the things I take for granted. I’d finally kick my caffeine habit.”

“You’d learn suffering in a world full of way more suffering than necessary. And you’d have to be naked in front of a stranger,” I said.

“And a camera crew,” she added.

“And then all the people watching at home.”

“Yeah, but they blur the important stuff. Nobody at home would see anything. And the camera guys are used to it.”

“So you’d do it?” I asked.

“I mean, I’d have to learn survival skills. I don’t actually know how to do any of that stuff. But yeah. I would.”

“Like you’d learn stick in the parking lot?” I said, referring to the comment she made that day at the hospital.

“Sometimes necessity forces us to be the most efficient version of ourselves,” she said. “So you wouldn’t do it, then?”

“I think I know too much,” I said. “All the stomach parasites and infectious diseases. I’d just be stressed the whole time. You know, some of that stuff causes lifelong chronic illness. It’s not worth it.”

“Christopher—what’s your last name?”

“Wright,” I said. “Christopher Wright.”

“So tell me, Christopher Wright, is that why you don’t like deer? Lyme disease?”

I smiled at the trail. “No.”

I felt her looking at me. “Oh, this is a thing, isn’t it?”

I glanced at her, but I didn’t answer.

“Did a deer murder your family?” she asked.

“How’d you know?”

“Ha. Tell me. I won’t tease you. Much.”

“How do you know it’s something I get teased for. Did Mike tell you?”

“No! He knows?”

“He’s my best friend,” I said. “I’m surprised he didn’t regale you with the whole thing already. He loves to tell that story.”

“Well now you have to tell me because I’m going to find out anyway.”

I blew a breath through my nose. “I got attacked by a deer.”

She turned to blink at me. “You did? Was it protecting a baby or something?”

“No, it was licking me.”

She burst into laughter.

I gave her a moment to crack up before I continued. “I was eight,” I said, a smile in my voice. “We were up at Mike’s cabin for a week, and I was outside playing with Mike and this deer came out of the tree line and started licking the sweat off me. It was chasing me all over the yard. Mike ran inside crying and told his mom a deer was eating me.”

Larissa was gasping. I had to pause in my story.

“This is a joke. You’re kidding me,” she said.

“I’m not. When Donna came out, she started laughing so hard she could barely help me.”

“So you have a deer phobia now?”

“Yes, they’re terrifying. I have a recurring nightmare of three deer stacked up on each other’s shoulders under a trench coat in a dark alley.”

She choked.

To be honest, I didn’t love telling this story. The guys used it to tease me all through high school. But I did like making her laugh.

“If we ever encounter a deer, I’ll protect you, okay?” she said, still giggling.

I let a laugh out through my nose. “Oh yeah? How many of those things do you think you could take out in a fight? Real numbers here.”

“How many?”

“Yeah. They travel in herds. Have you ever seen fewer than two deer together?” I said. “Bare minimum, you’re in hand-to-hand combat with at least two. Realistically, you’re looking at five or six. You think you can take out five to six deer?”

“Deer run,” she said, looking amused. “They’re flight animals.”

“Not the ones I’ve met. Not the ones we’re talking about. If the deer come for us, it’s over, we’re screwed. They’ve got the numbers, they reproduce faster than we do. You’ve got a full-grown deer in three years. They weigh as much as a man, they run thirty miles per hour, they can jump eight feet, see in the dark, they have superior hearing and smell, they’ve got stabby sticks on their head—”

She gasped. “Oh no, not the stabby sticks.” She made a fake scared face.

I had to fight to keep my expression straight. “You’re laughing at me, but I’m being totally serious. We’re lucky they haven’t organized. You think we’d still be at the top of the food chain if deer finally got sick of our shit?”

“They don’t have opposable thumbs, Chris. They don’t speak, they can’t conspire, they have no language.”

“Yet. That we know of. Do you know how many people are killed by deer every year?” I asked. “I mean, sure, most of the deaths are from traffic accidents—or are they accidents?”

She was shaking her head. “You are too much. Deer are not scary. Be scared of something actually scary.”

“Like what?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Canada geese? Woofarine?”

I laughed at the Woofarine comment.

“Geese are birds. Nobody’s getting killed by geese,” I said.

“So you think you could take a pissed off Canada goose?” she asked. “They’re cobra chickens.”

“I’m not saying it’d be a good time, but yeah.”

“What if there was a whole flock of them?”

“There’s a better chance at surviving a massive goose attack than an organized deer ambush. Not to mention geese are a seasonal threat and deer are here daily, living amongst us, patrolling our lawns while we’re asleep.”

“Something tells me you’ve never met the business end of a Canada goose. You’re waaaay too cocky.”

I smiled. “I want you to know that I’d put myself between you and a deer, and you and a goose for that matter, because that’s just the kind of guy I am, but know that I’d be terrified.”

“Well, it’s not brave if you’re not scared.” She shook her head, still cracking up.

I smiled, looking at her a moment longer than I should. She had a little dimple. I remembered the first time I noticed it, the night we met. Barefoot, hanging off Lexi’s back. Fun. Easygoing.

Her blond hair had been wavy from the humidity of the crowd. Not frizzy. Like a day spent on the beach. And she’d been so vibrant, that beaming grin she always had, despite all the crappy things I know she deals with—a shitty dad, all that debt, and all the jobs she works to pay it off.

I don’t know that I’d be as good of a person if the world had treated me the way it treated her. Even out here, lost and hot and tired and sunburned, she was positive and making the best of it.

Last week, I’d gone to her place to pick up Woofarine. Larissa was out babysitting, so Nancy let me in and wrangled me into talking for a few minutes. I was sitting there drinking an off-brand soda, chatting with her mom, looking around, and I could feel Larissa in every inch of that apartment. Larissa was like a flower planted in a garbage heap. She made this run-down place somehow feel bright and homey. There was a rainbow afghan Nancy said Larissa had made, draped over the couch, vases she thrifted, secondhand furniture she’d upcycled in the living room. She was so talented—and I don’t think she ever sat still. I know it probably didn’t feel like it right now, but Larissa was going to succeed, regardless of what life threw at her. Despite it. I think she would defy what takes most people down in the end because she had the ability to shrug things off and keep going. Keep smiling.

Life buries us. We get heavier and heavier as time goes on and we labor under the layers we’ve collected. Sometimes the layers make us who we are and sometimes they make us someone else entirely.

I wondered if what had happened to Mom started like that. Small and thin and it piled on until she didn’t recognize herself.

And I didn’t even know she was gone until it was too late.

I must have been quiet.

“What’s wrong?” Larissa said from next to me.

I shook my head. “Nothing. I’m just thinking about my mom.”

She waited. I almost didn’t go on, but for some reason here in the middle of nowhere, I felt like I could. Like maybe I could leave it here in the woods and walk out without it.

“She died in a way that I’m having a hard time processing,” I said.

“What happen—”

Woofarine veered hard to the left after something in the grass. He caught it. And the moment went from calm to chaos in a split second.

It was a snake. A very big snake. Larissa started screaming.

I pulled the leash, but he took the snake with him.

“Woofarine! Oh my God!” Larissa yelled. “Let it go! Chris, get him!”

“I’m trying!”

He was moving so fast I had to pick him up by the harness, hoping he’d drop it. He didn’t. Woofarine dangled there, four feet off the ground, shaking the snake and snarling like a honey badger.

“Can you grab it?” she shouted while the dog whipped it violently back and forth.

“I’m not touching a snake!”

Woofarine snarled and gave it one final sonic-speed shake, then flung the snake to the ground. It was disemboweled and writhing on the black asphalt.

I stood there, still holding my dog by the harness like a six-pack of beer. He was rotating midair, covered in guts and looking proud of himself.

Larissa was staring at us, wide-eyed. She had blood splashed across her white shirt.

A guy on a bike chimed his bell, waved as he passed us, and ran over the half-dead reptile, putting it out of its misery.

It was a long moment before she said anything. “Woofarine Christopher Wright,” she whispered.

I looked at our unhinged little dog. “We’re gonna need therapy after this,” I breathed.

“Couples therapy,” she said. “We’ll get half off.”

That did it. I started laughing and so did she.

None of this was humorous. The snake was dead, we were covered in gore. The whole thing had taken less than thirty seconds and we were both in shock, but it was so fucked up it was funny.

I was wiping tears from my eyes when I finally got it together.

“The poor thing,” Larissa said, shaking her head at the snake.

She looked for a stick and pushed the limp body to the side of the trail.

I set Woofarine down and he darted for it again, but I wrapped my hand around the leash and held him back.

She looked down at herself. “Gross.”

“You have some… It’s on your cheek.”

She wiped her face with the back of her hand and recoiled at the smear.

I pulled a sanitizer wipe from my fanny pack and handed it to her.

“Woofarine Christopher Wright?” I said, watching her wipe her face.

“He’s your son.”

“You’re his mother.”

“Not today.”

I smiled.

“This isn’t doing it,” she said, dabbing uselessly at her shirt.

“Maybe we can find a stream,” I said.

We walked for another half mile before we heard the trickle of water. We had to hike down an embankment to get to the creek. We did the best we could to clean up. The water was freezing. I washed the dog. He looked like a wet rat when I was done. Then Larissa took off her shirt to rinse it while I stood with my back to her on the side of the trail.

“I’m sorry,” she said from behind me. “I can’t walk six more miles with snake brains on me. I have to get this off.” I could hear the shuffling of wet rocks as she hopscotched across the stream to the little clear pool I’d used to wash the dog. “I can’t believe this,” she mumbled.

“This would make a really good Two Truths and a Lie.”

“Ha. My dog killed a snake and covered me in innards when I was lost in the woods. I graduated high school. I met my boyfriend while I was barefoot after a Jaxon Waters concert.”

I blinked out at the field. “You never graduated high school?”

“Nope.” More splashing. “Ugh, it’s gonna be see-through until it dries,” she said.

“Do you want my shirt?” I asked over my shoulder.

“You’d give me your shirt?”

“If you need it, yeah.”

She groaned. “I might have to take you up on it. My bra is lace. I don’t want to flash anyone—Oh! I have my sweatshirt. I’ll just wear that.”

“No.” I was already peeling off my tee. “It’s too hot. We don’t even have good water, you’ll get heat stroke. Here.” I handed it over without looking. A moment later I felt her take it. I was glad my back was to her so she couldn’t see me blushing.

I was in decent shape, but my body was nothing compared to Mike’s. Why did her seeing me shirtless make me self-conscious? Maybe I’d care if it were Becca or Xavier’s wife, Samantha, too?

But I knew even as I thought it, I wouldn’t. This feeling was something very specific to Larissa, and I didn’t know why. I cared if she didn’t like what she saw—and then I felt so shitty about that that I wanted her to see me with my shirt off and compare my pitiful physique to her personal trainer boyfriend’s as punishment for my brain even going there. I was simultaneously hoping she was disgusted when she looked at me and hoping that she wasn’t.

“At least it’s cold water,” she said. “Good for getting blood off.”

“It could be worse,” I said over my shoulder.

“And how is that?”

“It could have been a skunk.”

“Don’t jinx us, Christopher. This day isn’t over yet.”

I smiled out across the field of wildflowers in front of me. “You still glad we kept going instead of going back the way we came?”

“Yes,” she said from behind me. “You know what I think about a lot?” she said.

“What?”

“There was this book I read once that talked about the psychology of people in survival situations. How humans have a hard time rewriting the script in their head. Did you know in an emergency people tend to escape out the door they came in, even if it’s not the safest route, because that’s the door they know? They’ll run right into the danger they’re trying to get out of, just because it’s familiar. I think about that like once a day. Most people go their whole life like that, escaping out the door they know. It actually changed the way I live my life.”

“How’s that?” I said.

“I ask myself if I’m doing something because it’s what I’m used to, or if I’m doing it because it’s objectively the best thing to do.”

“And going the way we haven’t already gone was the objectively best thing to do?”

“Well, it was at the time.” I heard her come up behind me again. “Dressed.”

I turned to look at her. She was standing there in my T-shirt, holding hers in her hand.

“Better?” I asked.

“I’m just glad the mess was on my shirt and not my pants.”

“Can’t have you running around the park Winnie-the-Pooh style,” I said.

She laughed and held up the wet shirt. “I wrung it out, but it’s cotton. Hopefully it dries soon.”

“We should hang it off your backpack. That way it gets full sun.”

I attached it to her bag for her, making sure to spread it out.

When I was done, she turned back around. Her eyes flickered for a split second to my bare chest. She cleared her throat. “You should probably put sunblock on. I can do your back.”

“That’s okay,” I said quickly. “I’ll just do what I can reach.”

She shook her head. “You’re going to burn.”

“No, I won’t.”

She looked at me like I’d lost it, but there was no way I was letting her touch me.

Mike wouldn’t care, it wasn’t even about that. I just didn’t feel right about it. Again, I knew I should probably unpack that, but not right now.

“If we do my back, we’ll run out of sunblock and we don’t know how much longer we’ll be out here,” I lied. “Why don’t you let me wear the backpack. It’ll cover me.”

She nodded. “Okay.” She took it off and handed it over. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m good,” I said, shrugging on the pack. “So why didn’t you graduate?” I asked, trying to change the subject.

“I had to drop out in the eleventh grade so I could work because of the stuff with my dad. Are you sure you don’t want some sunblock?”

“I’m sure. You never thought about going back?”

She shrugged. “It’s not like I can afford college anyway, so what’s the point.”

“You could get student aid, student loans.”

She glanced at me. “I have to work three jobs just to afford to live, Chris. It’s not that easy.”

No. I guess it wasn’t. Sometimes I forgot how privileged I was growing up.

I’d had to work when I was in college, but I didn’t have to work to afford my school. I’d never given any thought to what it would be like if I did. Maybe I wouldn’t be a pharmacist right now. Maybe I’d be the one working three jobs.

We walked in silence for a moment. “How old are you?” I asked.

“Twenty-seven. How old are you?”

“Twenty-nine. The stuff with your dad goes back that far?” I asked.

She puffed her cheeks. “It goes back to before I was even born. He always had a problem but it got worse as I got older. He left us in a foreclosed house without a dime when I was fourteen. The car, the electricity bill, the phone bill—you name it, he didn’t pay it. We found out we were homeless when the eviction notice from the bank was taped to the front door.”

I stared at her. “Where is he now?”

“I do not know and I do not care.” She plucked a leaf off a bush and started rolling it in her fingers. “How was your dad? Was he nice?” she asked, smiling at me.

I laughed dryly. “He was great. Sorry.”

“Yeah, that doesn’t really surprise me. You give me I-grew-up-in-a-normal-family vibes.” She handed me the leaf. She’d rolled it into a rose.

I took it and smiled.

“I didn’t have a normal family,” I said.

“Why is that?” she asked.

“My parents were in their late forties and fifties when they had me. I was not planned. Only child.”

“Your parents were in their sixties when you were in high school?” she asked.

“Yup.”

“Wow. What was that like?”

“Lonely? All their friends’ kids were already in college by the time I was born. I don’t have any cousins. Honestly, the guys were my family growing up. I did everything with them. Especially Mike.”

“Huh. Ever think of marrying Janessa?” She gave me a playful look.

“Uh, no.”

“Why? Not your type?”

“She isn’t, actually.”

“What is your type, then?” she asked.

“I don’t know.”

She rolled her eyes. “You don’t know what you like? Come on.”

I knew what I liked.

I changed the subject. “Do you want to hear my two truths and a lie?” I asked.

“No. I want to hear what you were going to tell me about your mom before Woofarine did murder on the trail.”

I scoffed.

“So your dad’s gone,” she said. “And your mom died recently. And you’re having a hard time processing it. Did you get to say goodbye to her?”

I stared out ahead of us. “I got the call and I went out there. She was living in Florida. Spent a few weeks with her while she was in hospice. I was with her when she passed.”

“Was it unexpected?”

“It was.”

“How did she die?”

I paused. “Liver failure.”

She nodded slowly. “It’s not a peaceful way to go I take it?”

“No. It isn’t.”

They were pulling liters of fluid from her abdomen. She was covered in bruises, jaundiced and in pain, and her whole body itched. I didn’t want to tell Larissa that. I didn’t want to tell anyone that. I wished I didn’t know it either.

“I’ve been dealing with nightmares,” I said. “Not really sleeping.”

“She couldn’t get a liver transplant?” she asked.

“She wasn’t a candidate.”

I dropped it after that. I guess I wasn’t ready to talk about it to the degree that I thought I was.

Thunder rolled overhead.

I looked at the sky. “Was it supposed to rain today?”

“I only checked the morning. I didn’t think we’d still be out here past lunch,” she said.

“Let’s speed up. Maybe we can outwalk it.”

We couldn’t.

It poured. Torrential, thunderous downpour. One of those freak Minnesota rainfalls that come on quick and dump on you, complete with wind and dark skies.

Woofarine was completely unaffected. He barreled on, pulling at his leash, soaking wet and plowing through puddles.

We’d been in it for ten minutes with no sign of stopping when Larissa nodded to a break in the trees. “Look!”

It was an outhouse. I had never been so happy to see a creepy dilapidated restroom in the middle of nowhere.

We ran for it and stumbled inside just as another crack of lightning broke overhead. I wrestled the door closed and locked it. We stood there, peering around the tiny room while the door rattled in the wind.

It was just as disgusting as you’d imagine. Concrete floor with scraps of toilet paper on it, an empty roll on the dispenser, a used tampon applicator in the corner. Flies and spiderwebs and a snakeskin. Woofarine darted for the tampon applicator and I heaved him up by his harness seconds before contact and held him against my chest while he struggled to get free.

Larissa stood there, two short feet from me, water dripping off the ends of her hair. She slumped with her back against the wall and pulled her ponytail over her shoulder and wrung it out. “So,” she said, watching Woofarine snap at a fly. “You think we’ve officially trauma bonded by now or do we need to find a dead body or something?”

“There’s probably one in that toilet.”

She burst into laughter. I laughed too.

We were soaked and sunburned. We had at least two more hours of walking, water that tasted like grape blood, no food, a homicidal dog wriggling in my arms for the chance to eat a discarded menstrual product. The room literally smelled like shit. Even after everything that was this fucked-up, unbelievable day, all I could think was how I wouldn’t change a thing. Not what I’d told her about Mom. Not getting lost. Not even that Mike didn’t come.

Especially that.
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LARISSA


Eleven miles,” lexi deadpanned.

“Yup,” I said, filling ketchup bottles.

“I’d be so damn pissed,” she said, shaking her head over her sugar packets. “Nobody forces me to exercise.”

“I don’t know, it was kind of fun, to be honest.”

She made a face. “Fun how? You just told me about grape blood water, snake entrails, and the restroom from a Saw movie. It sounds like a ritualistic sacrifice, not a fun day out.”

I laughed. “Chris is nice. I don’t mind hanging out with him.”

“Ha. I bet. So how’d you get out of the woods?”

“In one piece. I came out sunburned, wearing his shirt.”

She paused with her hand on a sugar jar. “He gave you his shirt?”

“Yup,” I said, starting on the salt and pepper shakers.

“What was he wearing?”

I shrugged. “Nothing. My backpack so I wouldn’t have to carry it.”

She shook her head. “I find that so attractive,” she said. “Acts of chivalry in survival situations. That and when a man can chop vegetables super fast. It just really does it for me.”

“Hmm. I like when a guy has big hands and he holds a small baby animal,” I said.

“When a guy can build a house. Or back up a semi.”

“Guys who can work on cars,” I said. “That moment when they slide out from under it on the thing with the wheels.”

“That’s a gooood one. Once I fucked a guy because he had marionettes. You know, the puppets with the strings?”

I stopped to gawk at her.

“What? It was hot,” she said. “And it’s better than fucking him for no reason at all. And the finger dexterity…” She made a chef’s kiss gesture.

I shook my head, laughing.

“I love it when a guy has an obscure hobby,” she said. “Speaking of jobs, I got a new side hustle for you.”

“Oh, what?”

“Signing up for class-action lawsuits.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Really?”

“Yeah, there’s a website and everything. You just look for what products you’ve used and sign up. A pickle lawsuit just paid my car payment.”

I laughed.

“I’m not kidding,” she said, shoving Splenda into a caddy.

“Okay, I’ll check it out. I need everything I can get.”

My phone rang and I set my box of salt down and answered. It was Mike.

“Hey,” I said.

“Where you at?”

“Work still,” I said, wiping the shakers down with a rag.

“So the cabin trip in a few weeks… Tony wants me to go up a couple days early.”

“Oh,” I said. “For what?”

“Repairs. He wants the water heater replaced and the doorbell isn’t working I guess.”

“I can’t take the extra days off work, and I don’t think my car—”

“No, no, Chris can take you. He has to work too.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I already asked him. Carpool up with him and then you come home with me.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

“Dinner tomorrow?”

“Sure.”

“All right. I’ll let you go. I love you.”

I froze. He’d never said that to me before. I didn’t know what to say back.

“Okay… thanks,” I said. And I hung up.

Lexi eyed me. “Did he just tell you he loves you?”

I turned stiffly. “Yeah.”

“And you said thanks…”

“Why would he just throw that at me over the phone?” I said. I put my hands on my cheeks. “Oh God. That was so awkward.”

“Do you?” she asked.

“Do I what?”

“Love him?”

“I don’t know! It’s only been four months.”

“Girl…”

I grimaced. “Ugh. What should I do?”

“Call him back?”

“And say what? I don’t want to tell him that—”

“Then tell him why you don’t want to tell him that.”

I squeezed my eyes shut.

It’s not that I didn’t love him. I think I did? Or I was on my way to loving him, I just wasn’t all the way there yet. And I wasn’t going to say it if I didn’t mean it.

I felt instantly drained. Why on the phone while I was at work? I blew a breath out and went back to my shakers, cringing over it.

“A long car ride with Chris, huh?” Lexi said, adding Stevia to the caddies. “So what does he look like with his shirt off? Describe it to me like I’m blind.”

“Oh, stop,” I muttered.

“That man’s body looks better every time I see him. Has he been working out with Mike?”

“Yeah, they hang out a lot. No, I still don’t want to smash.”

A text came through. I had a small moment of panic thinking it was Mike. I pulled my phone out and practically slumped from relief.


Chris: Woofarine tried to drag a possum through the back door. It was playing dead.



I called him.

“Where did he find a possum?” I said instead of hello. “You have possums in your yard?”

“Apparently. It was bigger than he was and terrified.”

“Oh my God, I’m laughing by the dish pit.”

He chuckled.

“Hiiii, Chris,” Lexi called. Then she gave me a look I chose to ignore and carried her sugar caddy tray back out front.

I leaned on the counter. “Lexi says hi. So, Mike says you’re driving me to the cabin?”

“Yeah. I have to work until the last minute.”

I nodded like he could see me.

“Am I taking Woofarine today?” I asked.

“If you can. I’m going to the gym with Mike later. I won’t be home. Just go in.”

“Okay. I have to get you your shirt back. I need to wash it.”

“Whenever.”

There was a tiny moment where neither of us said anything.

I wondered if he knew what Mike had just told me. Did Mike hang up with me and call his best friend and tell him? Ask him for advice?

If he did, Chris didn’t let on.

“I’ll let you go,” Chris said.

“Okay. Right. Bye.”

We hung up and I stood there, chewing on the side of my thumb.

Lexi spoke from behind me and scared the crap out of me. “Admit it, you sniffed his shirt.”

I spun with a hand on my chest. “Lexi—STOP.”

“I will not stop.”

I drew in a long, steadying breath.

“Finish your side work so we can leave,” I said, giving her my back so I could be done with my salt and pepper shakers and go home.

Thankfully she dropped it.

That information could not be tortured out of me. Also, yes. I did smell the shirt—but only because I had to breathe when I took it off. It happened on accident.

But I did like the way it smelled.

And you couldn’t torture that out of me either.
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CHRIS


I threw my gym bag into the bed of Mike’s truck and got into the front seat. Jesse was in the back.

I looked at Mike. “I thought it was just us.”

“What, you two on a date or something?” Jesse said, hitting me on the shoulder.

Mike laughed.

I’d been trying to talk to Mike since the park thing a week ago. He was avoiding me. He texted me for the gym this morning and I assumed he was ready to explain to me why he’d been so drunk he launched Larissa and me on an eleven-mile hike, but apparently this wasn’t that.

Mike put his arm around the back of my seat to talk to Jesse. “We’re starting with cardio and we’re doing interval training. There’s gonna be all-outs, then we hit the weights.” He looked at me. “It’s leg day. You two don’t bitch out on me.”

“No bitching out,” I mumbled. “Got it.”

“I do need to be able to walk tomorrow,” Jesse said.

“No, you don’t.”

Jesse smirked.

Mike pulled away from the curb.

“How’s work?” Jesse asked. “You got a lot of clients?”

“Not too bad,” Mike said, taking a right. “Picking up. It died after the New Year’s rush, I was getting like ten hours a week.”

Jesse sucked air through his teeth. “How you paying your bills, bro?”

“Don’t worry about what I’m doing,” Mike said good-naturedly. “Hey, so I wanted to ask you,” he said, glancing at me. “Larissa’s birthday is next month. What do you think I should get her? I was thinking one of those giant stuffed teddy bears? Those big-ass ones?”

“Uh, she lives in an apartment…” I said.

“Those things are a waste of money, dude,” Jesse said.

Mike looked scandalized. “What do you mean? They’re fucking awesome. That thing’s like, seven feet tall.”

“Uh, yeah, that’s exactly the problem—the thing’s like, seven feet tall,” I said.

He deflated. “Well, what the hell should I get her, then?”

“I don’t know. Something personal?” I said.

“Like what?”

“She’s your girlfriend. You know your girlfriend,” I said.

“I’m not good at stuff like this. Help me.”

I let out a breath. “She likes jewelry.”

“Okay, so I should get her jewelry?”

“No. She makes her own. Maybe get her a jewelry box?”

He was nodding. “Good idea. I like this.”

Then I got a vision of him getting something cheesy.

I let out a sigh and got out my phone and went to pull up a woodworker I followed. “This guy in Wakan does custom jewelry boxes,” I said. “They’re not cheap, but they’re really nice, she’ll like it. He can engrave her name in it. If you order it now, you can probably get it in time.”

“Cool, send me that info,” he said.

“She doesn’t wear necklaces,” I said. “Only bracelets and earrings. Tell him that.”

“Yeah yeah. Thanks, dude!”

“Larissa’s been marked safe from the giant fucking teddy bear,” Jesse said. “Good job, Chris.”

Mike snorted. “Might still get it.”

“Do not get it,” I said. “Trust me. It’ll stress her out.”

“How do you know?”

“Because when we were potty-training Woofarine, she barely had room for the crate. You’re just gonna give her something that she doesn’t have room for and she’ll feel bad getting rid of.”

“Kind of like you, Mike,” Jesse said, slapping his shoulder.

Mike laughed, but there was something tight about it.

“How’s it going with you two?” I asked, eyeing him.

“Good,” he said, recovering. “Great. Why, she say something?” He laughed like it was a joke, but I knew him well enough to know it wasn’t. He was probing.

“We don’t talk about you,” I said.

“What do you guys talk about?” he asked, making a left.

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Books mostly? Woofarine? We talked a lot on our walk.”

“What about?”

“Stuff? Random things? You had to be there.”

“Was she mad I didn’t come?” he asked.

“I don’t think so. She was worried mostly.”

My cell phone vibrated.


Larissa: Woofarine just caught a bird in midair, right in front of me.



I laughed over my cell.

Mike glanced at me. “What?”

“Nothing. Woofarine,” I said, typing.


Me: Is it dead?

Larissa: It’s not even in one piece.



A picture of a desecrated bird came through and I put a hand over my mouth. It was twice his size. I was cracking up.

“What?” Mike asked again.

I showed him the picture and he smiled.

“That dog’s something else,” Mike said. “I should take him on runs.”

“You should,” I said, turning off my phone. “Please.”

“Hey, can we stop and get smash burgers?” Jesse said, leaning between the seats.

Mike shot him a disgusted look. “No, we’re not getting Smash—we’re going to the fucking gym, dude. You can have a protein shake.”

Jesse made a petulant noise from the back seat and Mike shook his head.

“Hey, whatever happened to that doctor chick who was hitting you up?” Mike asked me.

“Who? Heather?”

“Yeah.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Not interested.”

“I should ask Larissa if she has any friends,” he said.

I instantly sobered. “No, I’m good.”

“What do you mean you’re good?” Jesse said from the back. “Who you hooking up with?”

“Nobody?” I said. “I just don’t feel like dating right now.”

“Dude, you gotta start pulling yourself out of this funk with your mom,” Jesse said. “She’d want you to get laid.”

“Uh, okay, I’m not entirely sure that’s true?” I said. “And I am working through it.”

Sort of.

And as for dating, I meant it, I didn’t want to. My life felt full at the moment. I had no room for a girlfriend. I had work and my friends. I had Woofarine.

I had Larissa.

I’d rather read an extra book with her than carve out time for someone I’d never met before. For what? Also, I didn’t like the idea of her setting me up with someone. I don’t know why.

“I’m fine,” I said, putting my phone away. “It’ll happen when it happens.”

“Dude’s hoping love’s gonna come find him in his living room,” Jesse said.

“How about you just mind your own business?” I said, pivoting to look at him.

“The people in this car are my business,” Jesse said. “And that motherfucker in California too.”

“Lucky him,” Mike said.

Jesse flipped him off in the mirror and I laughed.

When we got to the gym, Mike started us immediately on the treadmills. I didn’t have a moment alone with him, which I was getting the feeling was the point. Then ten minutes into weights, Jesse looked at his watch. “I have to go.”

“We haven’t even done leg presses, punk,” Mike said.

“Well how long are we gonna be here?”

“Till we’re done,” Mike said.

Jesse looked at his watch again. “Yeah, I should probably get home. Becca wants to come over.”

Mike rolled his eyes. “Get the hell outta here.”

“Next week?” Jesse said.

“If I have time,” Mike said, chucking a gym towel at him. “I got other shit to do besides training your lazy ass.”

Jesse smirked, fist-bumped us, and left.

Mike watched him go. “You’ve just seen the crap I deal with. Nobody has any discipline—and this motherfucker was getting it for free.”

I looked over my shoulder to make sure he was gone. “Hey, can I talk to you?”

He took a drink from his water bottle. “About what? I’m not getting the bear, I promise—”

“Not the bear. The other day. The park.”

“Aww, man, you’re still on that?” He waved me off. “I mean, you guys had fun, right?”

“Uh, if you consider being lost in the woods for six hours fun? It poured, we didn’t have water, she got sunburned—”

“Who goes on a hike without water?” He stood.

“Mike—”

“Drop it, dude.”

He turned for the locker rooms. I went after him.

“Hey, I’ve been calling you since Saturday. Quit avoiding me,” I said to his back.

“I’m not avoiding you. It’s just not a big deal,” he said, not turning around.

“You were—” I lowered my voice as we came into the locker room. “You were drunk at noon. You don’t think that’s a big deal?”

He ignored me.

“Mike!”

He stopped by the lockers and stood there for a moment with his back to me. Then he sat on a bench and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees, peering past me into the bathrooms. “I’m sorry, okay? Is that what you want to hear?”

I stood in front of him. “No. That’s twice now. What the hell is going on?”

He wasn’t looking me in the eye. Someone walked through the locker room to the showers and we both held quiet. When we heard the water turn on, he looked at me.

“I’ve been having panic attacks,” he said, his voice low.

“What? Since when?”

“I don’t know. A couple of months.”

I shook my head. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t know.”

He scrubbed his hands over his face and looked out at someplace past me.

“Are you and Larissa okay?” I asked.

He paused. “Yeah. Yeah, we’re fine.”

I studied him.

“What?” he said, looking up at me.

“You tell me what.”

He watched me for a moment, but he didn’t reply.

Something was off. I’d known him my whole life, and something wasn’t right.

I sat next to him. “What’s going on?” I asked. “Talk to me.”

He went quiet for a long time. “Do you ever feel like everyone hates you?” he said.

I tilted my head. “What?”

“Like the second you leave the room they’re talking about you. Or they’re only pretending to laugh at your jokes. They only invite you because they feel sorry for you.”

“Do you… do you feel like that?”

He stayed quiet.

“Nobody hates you,” I said.

The sound of clinking metal by the free weights outside the locker room stretched the silence.

“I don’t know why she’s with me,” he whispered.

I blinked at him. “What do you mean?”

“Larissa. I’m not smart like you,” he said, going on. “I don’t read books. I don’t have a good job like you guys. I don’t know what the fuck to get her for her birthday—”

“So? You care enough to ask for help with it.”

He blew out a breath.

“She loves you,” I said. “Everyone loves you. I mean, come on, you’re Mike.”

“Nah.” He stared out toward the showers. “I’m the goofy guy at the party with a lampshade on his head.”

I didn’t know what to say to this. “Where is this coming from?”

He went silent. “I’ve never felt like this about someone,” he said, almost more to himself than to me. “Never. Not even with Sylvia. When I’m with her, I just… I feel like I’m getting something I’m not supposed to have. Does that make sense? Like she’s gonna realize she fucked up and she’s gonna bail. Like it’s only a matter of time.”

“She’s not gonna bail…”

He huffed and looked away from me. “She thinks I’m gonna take over for Tony. That I’m gonna have this big business and make all this money.”

“Aren’t you?”

“No, man, I’m not.” He looked back at me. “I don’t want it. I’ve never wanted it. And she’s got all this drive, she’s always doing something. And I’m just…” His jaw flexed. “You know what I was doing? When they cut my hours last month? I was telling her I was working. I’d leave and just hang out at the gym all day doing nothing. Piece of shit, right? I have to borrow money from my mom just to take her out to eat.”

I stared at him. “Mike. You’re a skilled tradesman—”

“Man, you don’t get it,” he said.

“Yeah, I do. Sometimes you have to do things you hate to get yourself to a better place. You think I liked half the crap I had to do to get the job I have? I hate Bergmans, but it’s a means to an end.”

“It’s not that,” he said, looking at me. “This wasn’t supposed to be my life, Chris.”

The last part hovered between us. No, it wasn’t supposed to be his life. I just didn’t realize he was still dealing with how things had changed.

Growing up, I’d had no idea what I wanted to be—but Mike did. When I met him at six years old, he knew he wanted to be a professional athlete. It was all he’d ever wanted, and he took it hard when it fell through.

“Are you still taking the Prozac?” I asked.

He shook his head. “I hate that stuff. It makes me feel flat. I’ve been off it for years.”

“You might just need to have your prescription adjusted. Go talk to your doctor.”

“I don’t like that I have to be on that shit.”

“Yeah, well, depression’s not great either.” I dipped my head to look him in the eye. “Are you still seeing that therapist?”

Another long silence. “No.”

“Mike. You have to take care of yourself. It’s harder to pull yourself out of it than it is to keep yourself from going down. You don’t want twelfth grade all over again.”

“Yeah, I know,” he said, a little sharper than usual. “It’s just the Prozac fucks me up, makes me tired. I can’t work out like I want to on it, and I want to look good for her.”

“I don’t think she cares about that.”

“Everybody cares about that.”

“Look, she loves you. She wouldn’t be with you if she didn’t. Level with her. Tell her what’s going on with you. Get back on your meds, get back in therapy. If you don’t want to work for Tony, fine. Find something else. Coach a sport, open your own gym, go back to school, or find a place that can give you more than ten hours a week.”

He didn’t answer.

“You’re calling your doctor,” I said. “Tomorrow. And you’re filling your prescription at my pharmacy.”

He jerked to look at me. “What? Why? That shit’s like ten miles out of the way!”

“Because I want to know you’re taking it. I love you and I want to make sure you’re okay.”

He looked at me. I didn’t blink.

“All right,” he said finally.

“I’m going to be around more,” I said. “We’ll hang out.”

He drew in a deep breath. Then he glanced at me. “Thanks for the jewelry box thing. I still think she would have liked the bear though.”

“Ha.”

“And thanks for driving her up to the cabin next month. Tony’s gonna pay me for the repairs, so that’ll help. It’ll all be fine. I just gotta get my shit together.”

“It will. It will be fine.”

And I would do everything in my power to make sure it stayed that way. For both of them.
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LARISSA


I turned off the shower and heard voices from outside the bathroom. Mom was laughing. A man was here.

Phil. It had to be.

I rolled my eyes and wrapped my hair in a towel.

She’d gone out with him a few times now, but he’d never come in. I did not like this development.

I just got home from my side jobs. It was after nine. I wanted to make some dinner and watch TV in my living room and now he was out there.

The bathroom was too steamy and the fan didn’t work because of course it didn’t. I usually cracked the door while I got ready to cool the room down, but I couldn’t with him in the apartment. I slapped lotion on my legs, irritated.

I couldn’t understand what she saw in him. By all accounts he was unemployed. He wasn’t attractive, he wasn’t even funny. They never were.

This was one of the things I liked about Mike, he was the polar opposite of the men Mom dated. Mike didn’t want anything from me. He had no bad habits, had his life together.

Mom cracked up again, louder this time. I grabbed my earbuds, a second away from putting them in, when I heard Mike’s booming laugh. My mood changed instantly.

I wrapped a robe around me, put on my slippers, and opened the door.

My boyfriend was in the kitchen, crouched on the floor petting Woofarine. Phil was nowhere in sight.

“There she is,” Mom said from her seat at the table.

Mike looked past her and beamed at me. “Hey, babe.”

I smiled. “What are you doing here?”

“Nancy says you’ve got a leak.” He nodded at the sink, the doors of the cabinets already open.

“Our landlord is a POS,” Mom said. “I’ve been leaving him messages for weeks.”

“You don’t need that guy. I got it,” Mike said, winking. He grinned at my thin pink silk robe and bounced his eyebrows at me. “I should come unannounced more often.”

“Oh, haha.” I smiled.

He stood to give me a quick kiss. Gentle, a thumb on my chin. When he was done, he smiled at me softly.

“I hope you don’t mind me coming over,” he whispered. “I don’t want you getting mold.”

“Thank you.”

Mom gave me a conspiratorial grin from behind him, like she’d orchestrated this entire situation on purpose. At least this time she’d texted someone appropriate.

“Mike brought us flowers,” Mom said, nodding to two mixed bouquets on the counter.

I smiled up at my boyfriend. “Awwww.”

“I’m gonna get back to the sink,” he said.

“And I’m gonna have a smoke,” Mom said, standing. “Better get dressed. I bet this strong hunk of a man wants to take us to dinner.” She nudged me with her elbow on the way out, Woofarine following her.

Mike scooted back under the pipes and I leaned in the kitchen entry to watch him work. He had his tools splayed out next to him. He was still in his gym clothes. Joggers and a T-shirt, green to match his eyes. Clean-shaven with his sandy-blond hair just a little messy, like he’d been running. He looked handsome.

I hadn’t talked to him after our phone call earlier when he told me he loved me. I’d been sort of dreading seeing him because I still didn’t know what to say. But this helped. Eased us back into things without it being weird.

Maybe that’s why he came.

I watched him grab a tool I didn’t recognize and go back under. I knew the plumbing was just an on-call thing for him at the moment, but I loved that he did it.

Normally a guy working part-time would be a red flag for me, but I could see what Mike was capable of doing if he needed to. What he would do one day when Tony was ready to give him the business. I liked that for now he was just enjoying his life. He liked being at the gym and it was fun for him. I don’t think he needed much more than that and anyway, he could always go work for Tony if he did.

What was the point in demanding that he work himself to exhaustion just for the sake of it? God knows I wish I didn’t have to. Rest always felt like something I had to earn. Like I could only have it if I did enough to deserve it. He was lucky. He didn’t have rent to pay, no student loans. It was just his truck payment and his phone bill. He probably saved most of what he made so he could buy a place of his own when he was ready. No rush.

Mike didn’t have to dig himself out from under the weight of poverty.

I was so tired of digging. I was tired of being dumped on too.

From the corner of my eye, I saw something move. A silverfish darted out from under the fridge. I gasped quietly and stepped on it in my slippers before it could vanish again. I glanced at my boyfriend. He was under the sink, he didn’t notice.

Heat crept up my cheeks. This place was embarrassing with its ugly, flattened brown shag, old mismatched furniture from yard sales, the faint smell of cigarettes.

If I’d known he was coming, I would have burned a candle or hung one of the nicer kitchen towels instead of the faded threadbare rooster one on the stove. Our place was clean, it was just… not something I was proud of.

Mike’s was the total opposite. The whole house was new. Granite counters, wood floors, beautiful furniture, tons of natural light. He had expensive hand soap in his bathroom. I’d never seen the brand before, so I googled it. It was a forty-three-dollar bottle from Neiman Marcus. Forty-three dollars. That was my entire day’s worth of tips at Donna’s. Me, waiting on cranky old men and rude teenagers and creepy guys who flirted with me, wasted on a single bottle of soap.

He got it from his mom’s house. He didn’t have to make the tiny critical financial decisions I had to make on a daily basis just to be able to live. He just got to casually shop from his mom’s pantry, wash his hands with soap that would bankrupt me. And when it ran low, he wouldn’t fill it with water like Mom and I did to get every last drop, he’d just toss the bottle and get another one. He wouldn’t even realize the weight of that single act of privilege. He got to be blissfully ignorant. I envied that so much.

I don’t think I’d ever be a toss-the-bottle person. Once the soapy water ran out, I’d fill it with the cheap stuff so I could keep the expensive bottle. I wouldn’t be able to justify paying more for something so unimportant. I don’t think money would ever change who this world had made me. I would like the chance for it to try though.

“All done,” he said, snapping me out of my thoughts.

He scooted out from under the sink, stood, and ran the faucet. “No more leak.”

I smiled. “Thank you.”

He shut the water off. “Always,” he said, beaming at me.

“So when Tony retires, are you going to be the one on the billboards?” I asked.

He dried his hands on the rooster towel and looked around the kitchen. “The king bit isn’t really my thing,” he said.

“No? So a rebrand, then? The Toilet Prince?” I teased.

He laughed, but there was something tight about it. Then he peered into the living room to make sure Mom was still outside.

“Hey, I wanted to talk to you about earlier…” he said, his voice low.

I shifted on my feet. “Oh. Yeah I just—”

He put a hand up. “You don’t have to say anything. I put you on the spot. I’m sorry.”

I licked my lips. “I just move a lot slower, I think? I just need more time.”

“That’s totally fine,” he said. “I get it. I don’t want to rush you. Don’t even think about it, okay?”

I nodded. “Okay.”

He leaned in again and gave me another soft kiss.

Then the sliding glass door opened and shut, and Mom came back in. “So where you taking us to eat, Mike?” she asked, doing her body splash spritz.

“Wherever you ladies want to go,” he said.

“There’s that steak place over in Arbor Lakes,” Mom said. “They got wine flights. No nuts on the menu. I already called.”

I shook my head. “Mom, that place is really pricey…”

“He said wherever we want to go.”

“What about burgers?” Mike said. “Jesse mentioned Smashburger earlier and it sounded good.”

Mom made a face. “Smash burgers? They’ve got wagyu burgers at the steak place. Better.”

“I mean, it’s almost nine thirty,” he said. “You think they’re open this late?”

“They close at eleven,” Mom said.

Mike nodded. “Okay. Sure. Let me just, uh, clean up my tools.”

“Mike, are you positive?” I asked. “It’s really fancy.”

“I got it, babe.” He winked at me.

I went to get dressed and when I came out, my boyfriend took us to eat.

The place was so expensive, I felt bad. I wondered if Mike knew that when he said yes. I mean, I told him but maybe he didn’t know it was going to be this bad? It was the kind of restaurant that people went to for special occasions. A floor-to-ceiling wine cellar in the middle of the room, dim lights and black booths, servers in elegant button-up shirts. I wasn’t even dressed right to be there, none of us were.

While we waited to be seated, I whispered to him that we could go somewhere else but he insisted. When we were looking at the menu, he kept saying I should order whatever I wanted. What I wanted was the rib eye and a mojito, but I ordered the chicken and a glass of water instead because it was a third of the price—and even that was too much.

Mom, on the other hand, did order whatever she wanted. She got a filet and half the appetizers on the menu. I was so embarrassed. I tried to stop her, but Mike kept insisting it was fine. He picked at the appetizers and only ordered old-fashioneds. Mom got two desserts and a coffee at the end. When the bill came, he wouldn’t let me see it.

And when he paid, his card was declined.
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CHRIS


My phone was vibrating.

I felt for it on the nightstand and looked at it with one eye. It was 11:30 p.m. Mike. I bolted up in bed and turned on my light. “Hello?”

“Are you sleeping?” he asked. “Fuck, I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine, what’s up? Is everything okay?”

“I have a situation. Can you come down to that steak place in Arbor Lakes with a credit card? I need to borrow three hundred bucks.”

“What?”

“Dude, fucking hurry. I took Larissa and her mom out to eat and my card was declined. They’re closing and they won’t take Venmo or a card over the phone.”

I was already throwing off the covers. “I’m coming. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

I hung up with him and ran to the bathroom and brushed my teeth and washed my face. Then I looked in the mirror.

I looked tired. I was tired, it was almost midnight. I took a minute to mess with my hair. I didn’t want to look like I just rolled out of bed, but I also didn’t want to look like I was trying. I debated putting on cologne. Then I decided against it because why would I do that? I was going to help my best friend and his girlfriend. I didn’t need to smell good.

It didn’t escape me that I wanted to. Or that I cared about my hair.

I told myself I was being an idiot and I left.

When I got to the restaurant, Mike met me just inside. The bus boys were stacking chairs on the tables. “Where’s Larissa?” I asked, looking around.

“She went home. They came in their own car, thank fucking God.” He took my Visa and gave it to the hostess.

“What happened?”

“Her mom wanted to eat at the most expensive restaurant in the city, that’s what happened.”

I blinked at him. “Why’d you take them?”

“What was I supposed to say? ‘I’ve got ninety bucks in my account’?”

“Mike…”

He sat back at the bar and took the last swallow of a bourbon. He held the glass up. “Hey, I know you’re closing out, but can I get one more?” he asked the bartender.

The guy nodded and grabbed a tumbler.

I wiped a hand down my mouth. “Did she know?” I asked.

“She knew my card was acting up. I thought it would just overdraft and I could deal with it later but it didn’t. I told her to go home while I called the credit card company, told her it wasn’t a big deal. I think she bought it, I don’t know. God, how fucking embarrassing.”

They handed him the card slip back and he gave it to me. I tipped and signed it. Then he took my card and tossed it to the bartender.

“I’ll pay you back,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“Thanks.”

“Sure. How many is this?” I asked, nodding at the drink they set in front of him.

“I don’t know,” he said, picking it up. “Four?”

“And you’re getting home how?”

“I’m driving.”

“Uh, no, you’re not. Not after four.”

He downed the drink in two swallows and set the glass on the counter with a clink. “I’m not paying for a damn rideshare after everything.”

“I’ll drive you,” I said.

“I need my truck in the morning.”

“Then take a car back to it.”

“I’m not paying for a damn ride,” he said again.

He got up and pulled his keys from his pocket.

“Nope.” I reached for them and he held them out of the way and started for the door.

“Mike!”

I looked back at the bar and then to my best friend stalking toward the exit. The bartender still had my card.

“Goddamn it,” I muttered.

I followed him.

“Hey! You’re not fucking driving like this!” I said after him.

He kept walking.

“MIKE!” I came up behind him and snatched the keys. Then he spun and shoved me.

I staggered back a few inches and stood there, stunned.

It wasn’t hard, he didn’t hurt me, but Mike had never laid a hand on me. Ever. He was the guy who would kill somebody for so much as looking at me wrong back in high school. And he’d just fucking pushed me.

He stood there panting, staring at me wide-eyed like he couldn’t believe what he’d just done.

Then he turned and bolted in the general direction of his house, leaving me with his keys and his truck in the parking lot.
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CHRIS


What the fuck do you mean he pushed you?” Jesse said.

I’d just gotten back home and Jesse called to tell me he was picking up Mike.

“Look, I don’t want to talk about it,” I said, changing back into my sweats. “You’ll get him home, then?”

“I mean, yeah. He called me to come get him from a gas station. I was in the middle of sleeping.”

“Good,” I said. “I’m going back to bed.”

“What the hell happened?” he asked.

“Let him tell you.”

I hung up.

I was beyond irritated. Beyond. What the actual fuck was wrong with him?

I got in bed and lay there, staring at the ceiling. I was never going to sleep now.

As if the nightmares weren’t enough.

I really hoped Larissa didn’t realize what happened. She’d feel bad about the bill being so big and embarrassed about her mom ordering so much. I hoped she just had a nice dinner, had some good food, and was getting into bed with enough leftovers for her lunch tomorrow.

Mike was such an asshole.
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I woke up the next morning exhausted. At least I didn’t have to go to work. Mike showed up at noon—in the rideshare he fought me on the night before.

I threw open the door without a word and went to grab his keys.

I tossed them at him and dropped onto the sofa. He stood in the entry like a wounded puppy. “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice low.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” I said, looking at him.

He just stood there.

“The fucking world doesn’t revolve around you,” I said. “I’ve got my own shit going on. You know that, Mike? Things I don’t even talk to you about—”

“What don’t you talk to me about?”

Anything? Like he cared? Every time I tried to talk to him about me, about the stuff with Mom, he changed the subject, made a joke, gave me some half-assed platitude. He clearly couldn’t handle it for whatever fucking reason, so I’d stopped trying.

“You know what? Just go,” I said.

He stayed in the doorway. “Can I get a lift to my truck?”

I cursed under my breath and got up.

The car ride was silent. When I got to the parking lot, he didn’t get out.

“What can I do to make it up to you?”

“You can give me my money back,” I mumbled.

He scoffed.

“You can go and do what I said you need to do. Get back on your meds and get back with a therapist. Work for Tony until you find something else.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

“I’m serious.”

“I know.”

We sat there in silence.

“If it makes you feel better, I ran two miles throwing up.”

I laughed dryly. It actually did make me feel better.

He looked at me. “I love you, man. And you’re right about everything. I’m going to do better, okay?”

I glanced over at him.

He did look sorry. An asshole, but a sorry one.

I blew out a breath. “You fill the prescription at my pharmacy,” I said, a little softer.

“I will fill it at your pharmacy. I promise.”

We sat there, staring out the windshield at the back of Mike’s truck.

“What shit do you have going on that you don’t tell me?” he asked.

I glanced at him. His face was puffy. His eyes were bloodshot with dark bags under them. Had he been crying?

“Nothing,” I said. “I’m fine.”

I wasn’t going to dump my shit on him now that he was finally asking out of guilt. Mike was clearly barely handling his own crap. He couldn’t handle mine.

It was always like this, I realized. Or at least it had been for a while.

I let him get away with constantly relying on me, without it ever going the other direction. And for the most part that was fine—until Mom died and I needed it to go the other way. I needed someone to talk to and lean on beyond just dragging me out of the house to go to the gym. I needed my friend. And every time I reached for that, he moved out of the way. So I’d stopped reaching. I’d been protecting his peace while sacrificing my own, tiptoeing around him for fear of giving him more than he could deal with.

And what the fuck was he dealing with?

I thought about what Larissa had said about the door you know. Going back the way you came because it was familiar. I think Mike was in that loop. And I didn’t have the patience or the wherewithal to help him anymore. He needed to change his own script.

I was too busy trying to rewrite my own.
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LARISSA


I held up the bikini I was packing for the cabin. “What do you think?”

Mom tapped her pack of Newports on her wrist. “Cute. Mike’s gonna like that.” She put a cigarette between her lips. “When you coming back?”

“Sunday night,” I said, holding the suit against my body. “I found it at a thrift store. It still had the tag on it.”

I was so looking forward to this trip.

I wouldn’t be able to work any of my side jobs while I was gone, but that was sort of the point. I needed the break. I needed someone to whisk me off to a place where it was impossible to do anything but relax and sleep and have a good time.

I felt like I was on a hamster wheel. I ran and I ran and I ran and I never got anywhere and I felt guilty when I wasn’t running, when I had a free moment of my day that wasn’t dedicated to productivity. And I was exhausted.

I’d been exhausted for so long, I didn’t even know anything else.

Mom coughed. “I might have Phil over while you’re gone,” she said, standing in her spot in the sliding glass door. She blew smoke out toward the decaying pool chairs. “You know, he asked me to live together last week.”

I jerked to look at her. “Ew. Here??”

She shrugged. “Why not? The three of us could split the rent three ways. It’d be cheap—”

“I don’t want to live with Phil,” I said, horrified. “I don’t even want him to come over.”

She rolled her eyes. “Okay, okay, fine. It’s not like I said yes.” She turned to a noise in the alley. “Hi, Delta!” Mom called, waving. The man was shuffling behind our apartment, pushing his shopping cart.

“Tell him to wait,” I said, turning for the kitchen.

I handed a snackle box to Mom and she walked it out to him in her house slippers. He gave her a grateful gapped smile and waved at me before he moved off.

“He’s so sweet,” Mom said, stubbing out her cigarette and spritzing herself. “So what’s this cabin like?”

I smiled. “Mike showed me pictures. It’s huge, on a lake. It looks like a ski chalet, stone and wooden logs and a big fireplace. There’s a pontoon and Jet Skis.”

“And Chris is driving you?”

I nodded, folding shorts down into my bag. “Yeah, Mike went up early to fix some stuff.”

“When’s he picking you up?”

I looked at my watch. “Twenty minutes?”

“Be nice to hang out with Mike, right? He hasn’t come over much.”

No, he hadn’t. Actually, he hadn’t come over at all since the night he fixed the sink almost a month ago. He’d been working a lot, picking up shifts for Tony. I saw Chris more than I saw my actual boyfriend these days.

Speaking of Chris, my phone vibrated with a message from him.

I read the text and slapped a hand over my mouth. “Oh my God…”

“What?” Mom said, eyeing me.

I was dying. “I think I’m going to wait for you to see it yourself.”
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CHRIS


I texted her from outside the apartment, and ten seconds later she opened the door. The moment she laid eyes on me, it was all over her face.

“You promised you would not laugh,” I said, feigning seriousness.

“I know. I did promise.” She bit her lips together. “It’s just—”

“What.”

She sucked air through her teeth. “It’s just so much bigger than you described.”

“Ha.”

Nancy came up behind her, holding Woofarine. “Oh, hon… Thank goodness you’re cute enough to pull it off.” She shook her head and handed me the dog and wandered back into the apartment, chuckling.

Larissa leaned in to study me. “Explain to me one more time how this happened?”

“I was doing a vaccine clinic,” I said.

“Uh-huh.”

“The store hired a face painter for the kids to try and make it fun.”

“Okay.”

“One of the kids asked if she could paint my face.”

She narrowed her eyes at me. “And this kid was how old?”

“Five maybe?”

“All right.”

“I said yes.”

“Clearly.”

“She used a Sharpie.”

Larissa covered her mouth with her hand and choked on her laugh.

I was also trying not to laugh.

“How did you not feel this?” she asked, shaking her head.

“I thought it was one of the face-paint markers.”

“Where were the parents?”

“Not close enough to save me?” I said.

“You know what they look like…” she asked, squinting to study my face closer.

“I know what they look like.”

“Was she trying to draw balloons?” She started breaking up on the last word. “It looks like you fell asleep at a frat party—”

“Okay, find your own ride, I’m out of here.” I turned for the car, pretending to leave.

“Chris, wait! I’ll be good!” She was laughing. “Come back!”

I turned and shot her a mock look of indignation. She was standing in the doorway, doubled over, her blue eyes sparkling. It almost made my face art worth it. Almost.

I took her in while I was pretending to be mad. She was wearing a short-sleeve top, knotted at the waist, shorts. Her long wavy hair was down and partly pulled back in a clip. Barefoot. Again.

She looked beautiful. As always.

I came over to where she stood, still cracking up in the door. She straightened and bit her lip, trying to get ahold of herself.

“Are you done?” I said, trying to look serious and failing.

“Yes. Totally. Probably.”

I shifted Woofarine to the other side. “I’m already dealing with enough abuse from you.”

She gasped. “I do not abuse you,” she said defensively.

“Well, you’re not nice to me.”

“I am so nice to you,” she said, beaming.

“I’m too fragile to have you tease me about this for the next five hours.”

“Do you want me to put some makeup on it?” she asked. “I could at least color in the balloons so they don’t look like little sperms headed for your eye.”

I wanted to dive in to tickle her. I didn’t move.

“I brought you something,” I said. “But now I’m not sure you deserve it.”

She crossed her arms and waited.

I smiled and leaned down and picked up the lavender iced matcha I brought her.

Her eyes lit up. “How did you know I wanted to try this?”

“I felt it shimmer down the trauma bond.”

She laughed again and took it. “Thank you. I can never rationalize paying eight dollars for a drink.”

I knew this. That’s why I got it for her. I knew she liked matcha and lavender and I also knew she couldn’t afford the pricey drinks she delivered to other people.

She sipped it and closed her eyes. “Oh my God, it’s so good,” she breathed.

“Is it beef-stick-in-the-woods good?”

“Better.”

I felt it like a warmth in my chest. I’d been living for this moment since the second I had the idea.

I loved seeing her happy. It was turning into a hobby of mine—as much as I could make it one. I couldn’t do most of what I’d like to because what else was I allowed to do that wasn’t overstepping? I’d been thinking about that a lot.

I’d been thinking about a lot of things lately.

She started to wrestle a tote bag up from the floor. I leaned over and grabbed it. “What else do you have?” I asked.

“Just my luggage,” she said. “I’ll get it.”

“Nope. Where’s it at?”

She gave me a look. “I can carry my own luggage.”

“I’m sure you can. Bedroom?”

Her amused expression was her answer as I handed her the dog, then edged past her and cut through the apartment.

When I came back, she had a quizzical look on her face. “How did you know where my room was?”

“Your mom showed me,” I said. “A couple of weeks ago when I was picking up Woofarine. You were doing deliveries.”

“My mom showed you my room?” she said loud enough for Nancy to hear from the sofa. Larissa shot her an amused look.

“What?” Nancy said, shrugging. “I wanted to show him the curtains you made.”

Larissa rolled her eyes. “She has no boundaries.”

“If it makes you feel better, they’re very nice curtains,” I said.

“Ha. Thanks,” she said, putting on her flip-flops.

“Was that the jewelry box Mike got you for your birthday?” I asked as she locked the door behind us. “In your room?”

She brightened again. “Yes! I love it. He got it from a guy in Wakan. It’s custom made.”

The corner of my lip quirked up.

He hadn’t told me he got the jewelry box. I hadn’t seen Mike much. Not since that day I dropped him off in the parking lot.

He paid me back a few days after that, then threw himself into working for Tony. In fact, he was working for Tony so much, he didn’t even have time to meet us at the gym. Even Jesse was complaining.

He hadn’t filled his Prozac prescription.

I asked him about it, and he said the soonest he could get back in with his doctor was six weeks. He said the therapist he promised he’d see was three months out. This was typical, our mental health care system was shit. I was just glad he was trying.

I loaded her bags and got into the driver’s seat. Woofarine was already in her lap.

“Should I look for a place to eat on the way up?” she asked, pulling out her phone.

I adjusted my mirror. “I already found a place midway. No nuts in the kitchen, I called.”

“Oh. Thanks.” Her flip-flop fell off and she tucked her foot under her on the seat.

I felt her looking at me as I pulled away from the curb. “What?”

She was laughing at my face again.

“Stop.”

“I want you to know that I am fighting for my life over here. This is going to be a very long drive for you.”

“You know what that little girl did when she was doing it?” I asked. “What she was saying as I was being defaced?”

“What?”

“She was narrating, like she was doing one of those makeup tutorials?”

“You are a saint. Besides the permanent marker, how’s work been?”

I let out a long breath. Not good? “Yesterday I got yelled at by a ninety-year-old woman who wanted me to fill a prescription for quaaludes that she found in her house from 1972,” I said.

“No…” she said.

“Yes. Then a guy asked me to help him pick out a cortisone cream for a bug bite. I came out to help him and we’re in the aisle and he shows me his calf—it’s swollen and streaked. He’s got cellulitis.” I turned onto the highway. “I told him he needed to get to the ER immediately if he wanted to save his leg and he told me to go fuck myself.”

She shook her head. “Why are they always telling you to go fuck yourself?”

“Because I work retail pharmacy? People are sick and injured, coming in to pay hundreds of dollars on medicine they wish they didn’t need. They’re already in a shitty mood.”

“I don’t know how you do it,” she said, petting Woofarine.

“I’m used to it.” I was used to more than I liked to admit.

We stopped for gas. I pumped and she went inside. My phone rang while I was leaning against my car. Mike.

“Hey, what’s up?” I said, answering.

“Where the fuck you two at? You kidnap my girlfriend or what?”

He was drinking. Not drunk, but definitely drinking. This wasn’t really noteworthy—we all drank at the cabin—but it was only 9:00 a.m.

I glanced at Larissa in the Circle K. “We had to stop to get gas. We’re still down here.”

“Damn, dude. Hurry up, I wanna see her. I’ve been here without her half a week already.”

“Hey, you need to clean out the freezer and pantry before we get there. Get rid of all the nuts.”

“Okay,” he said, obviously distracted.

I put my phone to my other ear. “Mike, I’m serious. Do it now. Your sponge had peanut butter on it and her throat itched for half a day. If anyone busts that stuff out while she’s there, she’s gonna have a reaction.”

“Yeah yeah, I got it.”

“Do you want to FaceTime me from the fridge? Just to make sure you don’t miss anything?”

He laughed. “Man, I think I know what has nuts in it. Hurry the fuck up.”

The call ended.

I blew out a breath. I finished pumping the gas, locked the doors, auto started the car for the dog, and went in after Larissa. I found her in the chip aisle, a bag of Lay’s and pretzels under her arm.

“Twizzlers?” she asked, holding them up. “And I got you that energy drink you like.”

“How do you know I like it?”

“Trauma bond.”

I eyed her.

“I saw it on your coffee table when I was picking up Woofarine,” she said. “I did not go in your room.”

“Hey, Nancy is hard to say no to.”

“Oh, I know. You should see all the streaming passwords we have.”

I snorted. “Let me take this,” I said, grabbing things from her.

I took the snacks, picked up a new sponge, went to the counter, and pulled out my wallet.

“Let me give you money,” she said, coming up behind me.

“No.”

“Can I pay for gas?” she asked, hovering.

“Also no.”

“Chriiiiis.”

“I’d be buying the gas whether you were in my car or not,” I said, tapping my card.

“Then let’s take my car next time.”

“Nope. Your car’s a piece of shit.”

She choked on her laugh. “Oh, wow. You know, I can’t believe I thought you were crabby once.”

I had to look away from her. That was becoming my least favorite memory.

When we got back in the car, she picked up where we left off. “You don’t need to always pay for everything.” She dug in the bag of snacks and opened the Twizzlers. She stuck one in her mouth and handed me two. “It’s okay for some things to be a negotiation.”

“I’ll let you pick the music,” I said, biting the licorice.

She rolled her eyes but she was smiling. Little dimple. I forced my gaze away from her to start the car.

I would never let her pay for anything or take her money. Never. She couldn’t afford it. And the reason I didn’t let her drive was because I wanted her to relax on the way up, look out the window, scroll on her phone if she felt like it. I don’t think she actually wanted to drive, she just didn’t want it to be unfair. I didn’t care about fair. I wasn’t keeping score.

And I wasn’t letting her take her car. I meant that part—it was a piece of shit.

“You know, I bet if you let your beard grow in for the next few days, you wouldn’t be able to see the marker,” she said.

I put a hand to my chin. “I don’t think I’d look good in a beard.”

“I bet you’d look distinguished.”

“This isn’t distinguished?” I said, gesturing to my cheek.

She started digging in her purse. “I think I have something that might work,” she said.

“I’m telling you, it’s not coming off,” I said.

“And I am telling you that you haven’t tried everything and we can’t go around with this on your face. What if there are children? Aha!” She held up a bottle.

I eyed it. “What is that?”

“Beauty oil,” she said, putting her purse on the floor.

She took a napkin from the center console and put a few drops on it, then she scooted closer to me. I backed away and froze like a human ice sculpture with my shoulder blades stuck to the door.

She blinked at me balking. “Are you going to let me do this or not?” she asked.

“No. Give it to me.”

She gave me a look, but she let me take the napkin. Thank God. My heart was galloping.

We did not touch. Ever. Not once in all the time I’d known her. Not a hug or a handshake. I don’t know at what point I decided that touching her was something I was never going to do, but I had. I avoided it so much I couldn’t tell you with certainty that I’d catch her if she fell.

I wiped at the marker while she watched from the passenger seat. The oil smelled faintly familiar because it was one of the many scents that made up her.

“I have a funny story to tell you,” she said, her eyes fixed on the side of my face.

“Oh yeah?”

“Woofarine got into a lot of trouble yesterday.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“He got run over by a lady pushing a cart full of tamales.”

I stopped wiping my face. “What?”

“I was sitting outside and Woofarine was with me. I had him leashed to the lawn chair. The lady came zipping around the corner out of nowhere and he went for the tire. Got run over right in front of me.”

I stared at him on her lap. He looked proud of himself—and fine. “Is he okay?”

“I mean, obviously. He popped out completely unscathed. Not a scratch on him except for a little tuft of fur missing on his cheek.”

I blinked at her and she shrugged.

“I can’t believe you didn’t tell me this,” I said.

“I was seeing you in a few hours and what was there to tell? Our dog is immortal, we should get used to it. I got free tamales out of it,” she said.

“You didn’t get me any?” I teased.

“Uh, I did actually. The chicken ones you like. They’re in the freezer. You can get them the next time you come over.”

I smiled.

“Also, I brought you something,” she said, going back to her purse. She dug around and came out with a book. “For you.”

I lowered the napkin. It was Cross Stitch. “You’re giving me your copy?” I said, looking at her.

“No. I got you your own. Mine is really beat up. The spine is broken and there’s water damage. I wanted to get you a nicer one. I found one at a used bookstore. It’s like new. I traded in a bunch of my hardcovers in exchange for it.”

I set the napkin down and took the book gently from her. I couldn’t believe I was holding this. “Thank you,” I breathed.

“You’re welcome. I had a feeling you wouldn’t let me pay for gas, so I had to give you something.”

I opened it and reverently flipped through the pages.

“It’s on page 234,” she said.

“What is?”

“The quote. The one you like.”

I went to page 234. There it was.

I’d written it from memory. I’d gotten it right. I read it out loud.

“‘Maybe this isn’t the kind of love that deserves to exist. Maybe it’s the kind that wars start over. The kind that topples empires and never leaves the world better than it found it.’”

She smiled. “That’s the one.”
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The oil worked to take off most of the marker. We went to the restaurant I’d planned and got to the cabin by 2:00.

“Fucking finally,” Mike said, coming around the corner before we were even fully in the door. He had a beer in his hand.

He grabbed Larissa and hugged her.

“Ow ow, Mike? You’re pulling my hair,” she croaked.

“Oh, shit, sorry,” he said, letting her go.

“Where is everyone?” I asked, setting Woofarine down. He bounced off Mike’s shins for a moment, then took off into the house.

Mike tipped his beer into his mouth. “They’re all on the dock swimming. I waited for you guys, go get changed.” He was already in swim trunks and flip-flops. “You guys want a margarita?”

“I’ll have one,” Larissa said.

He looked at me. “Chris?”

“No, I’m good.”

“Ahhh come on, it’s a fucking party.” He smacked my shoulder, a little too hard.

I rubbed my arm. “Uh, okay? Maybe just one?”

“That’s my boy! I’ll meet you two out there.” Then he grabbed Larissa and kissed her. Roughly.

Her eyes flew wide as he bent her backward. “Mike…” she said against his mouth, trying to push him off. “Mike!”

He put his forehead to hers. “Missed you.” And he let her go and left.

She staggered back a few steps and looked at me, disheveled. “Okay…” she said, smoothing down her hair.

“I think he’s a little… happy to see you?” I said, not knowing what to say.

“Yeah.” Her face flushed. “I guess I’m gonna go get changed?”

“Yeah.”

I showed her to the room she was sharing with Mike, and she went in without looking at me again. I went to the kitchen to swap out the sponge. When I was done, I went to check the pantry and found myself face-to-face with a jar of peanut butter and trail mix—he hadn’t cleaned anything out. Not even after I told him.

He was drinking, not fucking paying attention. It pissed me off.

Larissa’s allergy terrified me. It literally kept me up at night.

She was careful, but even with all her due diligence, there was still the risk. I didn’t tell her, but I’d brought an EpiPen too. I got Heather to write me the prescription. My insurance wouldn’t cover it, and it was seven hundred dollars, but I wanted to have it, especially up here. We were over an hour from the closest hospital. What if she had a reaction and her pen didn’t work or we couldn’t find it or she required another dose? I needed it, for my own peace of mind.

I stood there for another moment, staring at the nuts he didn’t throw out. Then I grabbed a trash bag and tossed everything myself.
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LARISSA


I could hear mike down at the dock all the way from the window of our room. He was being so loud. I think he was a tiny bit drunk?

I’d never seen Mike drunk before. I’d seen him drink but not drunk.

I really hoped he wasn’t going to be like this the whole time. It was a little much. When he’d hugged me earlier, he smelled like stale beer. My dad used to smell like that. Phil smelled like that.

Chris didn’t.

In the car on the ride up, his cologne circulated softly through the vents.

It smelled good. Like the hoodie and the shirt he’d loaned me and the way Woofarine smelled when it was my turn to have him.

I found it really comforting, the way Chris smelled. Maybe I should get that cologne for Mike. For his birthday maybe? But something told me it wouldn’t be the same on him.

My cell phone pinged. It was Becca.


U coming ??



I looked out the window and spotted her on the end of the dock with Samantha next to a set of inflatable tubes. She put her hands up in a come on gesture. I laughed and got changed into my bathing suit. I paused for a minute in front of the mirror before I left the room. Maybe I should put on a cover-up?

Everyone was in their bathing suit, so it wouldn’t be weird if I walked out there without one, but the idea of Chris watching me make that long walk across the lawn to the dock in nothing but a bikini made me self-conscious. I grabbed a sundress and pulled it on, and I was glad I did because when I came out of the room, I bumped into Chris taking out the trash.

“Oh, hey. I thought you were out there already,” he said, looking guilty for some reason.

“Wow, you’re already cleaning up after everyone and you just got here,” I joked.

He smiled a little, but it didn’t reach his eyes. He wasn’t in his trunks yet.

“Aren’t you going swimming?” I asked.

“Yeah, I just… had to do this first,” he said, lifting the bag.

Woofarine made an excited growly noise and we looked over. He was staring at the floor vent, trembling.

“Well, that’s not good,” Chris mumbled.

“You think there’s something alive in there?”

“Or dead.”

I laughed a little. “If only we could all be loved by someone as much as Woofarine loves mayhem.”

I looked back at him to find him looking at me.

“I can take that out.” I nodded at the trash.

He pulled it closer to him. “No, I got it.”

I took the top of it. “I’m going out the back door anyway.”

“It’s fine—”

“Chris, let me help with something.”

He paused so long I thought he was going to say no, but he let me have it. He didn’t look happy about it.

“Is this your emotional support trash?” I teased. “I’ll see you outside. Go get changed.”

I tossed the trash into the bin by the back door. Someone had dropped an empty ketchup bottle, so I picked that up and lifted the lid to toss that too—and that’s when I saw it. The bag that Chris had given me had opened and spilled over when I threw it in.

The only thing in it was nuts.
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LARISSA


Becca, samantha, and i were floating in the middle of the lake. Chris, Mike, Xavier, and Jesse looked Barbie-sized back on the dock. Becca, Samantha, and I had fastened our tubes together and let ourselves drift away from the shore. It was my idea. I had to get away. Mike was doing cannonballs. I’d been here two hours and he was as amped up as he was when I got here. He’d made three rounds of margaritas and had another beer.

I wondered how many drinks he’d had today. He was a big guy, two or three didn’t faze him, so if he was this buzzed, what was it? Six? Seven? More? I’d never been on vacation with him. Maybe this was normal? I guess I just wasn’t expecting him to be this drunk. Or this loud. This borderline obnoxious.

Mike laughed so loudly, it reverberated across the lake.

Chris had finally gotten into trunks and was sitting with Jesse and Xavier in beach chairs. Mike and my dog were doing running jumps off the end of the dock, swimming back to shore, and repeating the course. The way Chris sat there watching reminded me of a dad, supervising the kids while they played in the lake. The only one who didn’t get to have fun.

“So how was the ride up?” Becca asked, her fingers skimming the water.

“It was fine,” I said, gazing at Chris.

We were too far away for anyone to be able to tell who I was looking at. Which was good, because I wanted to look at him.

He had on gray swim trunks and sunglasses. No shirt. He looked really handsome. I didn’t want to say that he didn’t know it, because I think he did. It was pretty obvious that women noticed.

When he told me he’d been in my bedroom, I don’t know why but it made my stomach flip a little.

Mom shouldn’t have taken him in there, but at the same time, I was glad she did. I was proud of those curtains. I wanted him to see them. It wouldn’t have been appropriate to take him in there myself, but if Mom did it…

I wanted Chris to be impressed with the little stupid things I made. It was silly, but it mattered to me. Maybe because he was so accomplished and all I had were curtains with embroidered cherries on them.

Mike whooped again and splashed Chris. It was too far away to tell for sure, but I swear Chris looked annoyed.

“He is wasted,” Samantha said, taking a sip of her beer.

I was so glad I wasn’t over there. A part of me worried Mike would decide to swim out to us. He’d probably sink my tube.

I stared at Chris, sitting on the dock. It looked like maybe he was staring back.

He went through the pantry to throw away the nuts. It was for me, obviously.

I never expected anyone to do that on my behalf. I was a grown adult—I could do it myself. Still, it was nice to know that someone else was being diligent on my behalf. It made me feel safe, like I could shut off my brain. And I could never shut off my brain. I lived in perpetual survival mode.

I was a little sad that I’d be driving home with Mike and not Chris. That there would be no prescreened restaurant already planned and I’d have to find a place myself. That Mike would play his music slightly too loud because he liked to keep the energy up when he drove. He’d sing to the playlist and tap out the drum solos on the steering wheel and crack the sunroof so my hair whipped around and I’d have to ask him to close it. I’d never been stuck in a car with Mike for that long before.

“What’s wrong?” Becca asked.

I must have been making a face.

“Nothing,” I said.

Mike did another cannonball. By the time it got to us, the ripples were almost gone. But it was still enough to push me just slightly farther away.
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LARISSA


Phil was in the living room.

I just got back from the cabin with everyone. I’d been gone four days and from the looks of the apartment, Phil had been here the whole time.

I dropped my tote bag at my feet and scowled around at the mess.

Beer cans, pizza boxes—and an ashtray. Right in the middle of the coffee table. The whole room smelled like smoke.

I let out an angry breath.

“Where’s Nancy?” I asked, my tone clipped.

Phil looked over at me, bleary eyed, like he just now noticed I’d come in. His shirt buttons were straining against his giant belly. “Oh, hey.” He coughed without covering his mouth.

“My mom?” I said again.

“Just got outta the shower,” he said, pointing the remote at the TV.

I stomped to the bedroom and banged on her door. “Mom!”

“What is it?” she said, popping her head out, wrapped in a towel.

“You’re smoking in the house?”

She made an exasperated huff and pushed the door open. “I thought someone died the way you’re hollering. Come in, talk to me in here.”

“We agreed you wouldn’t smoke inside,” I said, coming into the bedroom.

She closed the door behind me. “It was two cigarettes. It was hailing. We had a tornado warning.”

“Mom, I live here. I pay half the rent. I don’t like smoke.”

“Well, I don’t like dogs and that didn’t stop you from bringing one home.”

“I asked you! You said it was fine.”

She wrapped a towel around her wet hair. “You’re making a big deal about nothing. I’ll air it out and light a candle.”

I made a frustrated noise.

Now all my clothes would smell like french fries and Newports.

I crossed my arms and looked around. There were beer cans everywhere. On top of the dresser, on the nightstand. And there was luggage in the corner of her room. Three suitcases that didn’t belong to us.

I turned back to her. “Whose stuff is that?”

She didn’t answer.

“Mom…”

“He’s staying for a bit,” she said, rubbing lotion on her legs.

“No, he’s not.”

She stood up straight and faced me. “Excuse me?”

“No!”

She put a fist to her hip. “They are bug bombing his apartment. He needs to be out of there for a few days. Why are you so crabby?”

“Because I don’t want to live like this!”

She looked at me like I was a toddler having a tantrum. “Hon, if you don’t like to share space with people, then get your own place. I had my own place at your age.”

I sucked in a slow breath, trying to calm myself down. “I have no credit, Mom. Dad took care of that, remember? Nobody is going to rent to me. I don’t make enough to live on my own—”

“With you working all those jobs?”

I threw up my hands. “I have thirty thousand dollars of debt that doesn’t even belong to me! My car breaks down once a month, and I paid all the bills while you recovered—how am I supposed to save? Or get ahead? And then I come home and you have Phil here? We’re already sharing seven hundred square feet of space and one bathroom.”

She sighed. “Maybe you should go stay with Mike this week.”

I blinked at her.

“Why not?” she said. “He’s got a nice place.”

“I just got back from spending the weekend with him.”

“And you think he’s sick of you?” She laughed huskily. “Hon, if he’s sick of you this early, you’re doing something wrong in the bedroom.”

“No, he’s not sick of me…”

The truth was, I was sick of him. A little.

Not sick of him… that was too harsh. I just needed room.

I turned and sat on the end of her bed and put my face into my hands.

I felt Mom sit next to me. “What happened this weekend?” she asked, softer.

“Nothing.”

Something.

“I don’t know. I’d never spent that many days with him before. It was just… overstimulating.”

“How’s that?”

I took in a breath. “It’s like everything has to be a party,” I said.

“Weren’t you at a party?”

“I mean yes, but… it’s hard to explain. It’s like, it’s breakfast, we just woke up, and he wants to make Bloody Marys.”

“Sounds like my kind of guy…”

“And then it’s beers in the lake, and then he starts getting a little loud and he wants to throw me in and I’m just trying to read and he’s splashing me and grabbing my ass. I don’t know.”

“It sounds like you need to learn how to relax.”

I scoffed.

The funny thing is, this should have been a great weekend. And it was. Parts of it. Like when Mike was grilling steaks and Journey was blasting from the speakers or when we were all playing cornhole on the lawn or watching the fireworks while we floated on the pontoon.

The car ride with Chris. That was fun. Actually all the parts with Chris were fun.

I just didn’t love all the parts with Mike.

That was so unfair, I felt bad even thinking it. Mike took care of me the whole weekend from the second I showed up. Served me food, made me drinks. He unpacked my luggage for me, wouldn’t even let me make the bed in our room. But he was drinking the whole time. Literally the whole time. From the moment I got there to the night before we left. And Mike was not a good drunk. He was loud and borderline belligerent.

He was sober to drive me home. He never got behind the wheel, he was responsible about it. It was a vacation weekend. Everyone was drinking. He wasn’t doing anything that everyone else wasn’t doing. But I didn’t like it. It wore me out.

“I just think I need a vacation from my vacation,” I said, mostly to myself. “I’m just tired. And I don’t want to hang out with Phil.”

She sighed. “Well I can’t kick him out now,” she said, her voice low. “I already told him he could stay. I didn’t know you were gonna be so pissed.”

Phil sneezed from the other room. A growling man sneeze that was unnecessarily loud.

I squeezed my eyes shut.

I didn’t want to go to Mike’s.

It felt like leaving out of the exit I came in. The one that wasn’t the best choice, but it was the door I knew.

I had the strangest knee-jerk inclination to ask Chris if I could sleep in his guest room for a night instead.

Chris. I knew what it would be like at his place. Quiet. Reading. Woofarine. We’d make dinner or he’d get something for us from somewhere safe. We’d talk about books, or we wouldn’t talk at all and that would be okay too.

He wouldn’t make margaritas, running the blender when I was trying to finish my book and then get loud and grabby after he’d had a few.

I wanted to decompress. I wanted silence and calm.

But Chris wasn’t a choice now. He had been once, a million years ago after a concert. But not now.

So I got up and went to Mike’s.
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CHRIS

I had another nightmare.

They’d been tapering off the last few months. The cloudy images of Mom on her deathbed, distended stomach, yellow eyes, skinny legs. They were awful and they made me sit up in the dark, gasping for air.

But this wasn’t that. This one was about Larissa.

I turned on the light and scooted against the headboard, still shaking. Woofarine was with me. It was one of my days to have him because I was off tomorrow, thank God. I grabbed him from the foot of the bed and held him against my chest, trying to ground myself. Putting my nose to his head, hoping some of her perfume was still in his fur.

In my dream, Larissa had eaten something with nuts in it. Her throat closed and I couldn’t find her EpiPen or mine. I was just running from room to room looking, knowing she was dying and my legs wouldn’t move fast enough and I couldn’t save her.

It was the same helpless feeling I had with Mom.

I was dealing with PTSD from the way Mom passed. The way I was blindsided by the circumstances around it, the survivor’s guilt I felt about it.

I went to therapy the first few months after. I attended a support group too. I had the skills to work on my grief and it was dulling with time. I was sleeping again. But now the anxiety had transferred. Now it was for Larissa instead.

I got up to splash cold water on my face. Turned on all the lights, tried to put space between the nightmare and reality. It didn’t help.

It was four thirty in the morning. I wanted to call her and make sure it was just a dream and not a vision. But why would I do that? How could I even explain that I worried so much about her lately in the course of my day-to-day life that she was starting to permeate my dreams?

It was the weekend at the lake that I really noticed it. Maybe because I’d never spent so much time with her? The constant unconscious impulse to see if she was okay or having a good time or if she needed something. And then I’d have to remind myself that it wasn’t my job to make sure she was okay or having a good time and that I should stop worrying about it. But I couldn’t turn the thoughts off. It felt like fighting an instinct. It was exhausting—and now I didn’t even get a break from it in my sleep.

I sat on the foot of my bed and scrubbed my hands over my face. Woofarine pawed at me and licked under my chin.

He’d found a petrified dead chipmunk yesterday and was eating it in the yard. I probably shouldn’t let him lick my face, but I appreciated the effort to make me feel better anyway.

To be concerned about a friend was normal, right? She had a bad allergy, one that put her in danger. It was natural to worry. And maybe I just felt a little responsible for her because I was the one who drove her up there and then when we got there Mike hadn’t cleaned out the pantry and I was still reeling from losing Mom and it made me hypervigilant.

But what did any of that have to do with the other things I was starting to notice? With wanting to look at her. Because I did. I wanted to look.

And talk to her too. Or just sit with her wherever she was and read with her. I wished it had been me to drive her home from the cabin, to have that time to hang out with her with no one else around.

Woofarine stared up at me. I wondered if the only time our dog was truly happy was when Larissa and I were in the same place.

I was beginning to think it was like that for me too.
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LARISSA


This place is amazing,” I said.

We were at a nice pool party in Edina. The house we’d walked through was huge and the whole backyard was transformed to a beach theme. They’d even hauled in sand and put two beach chairs on it for a photo op.

I’d worked catering jobs at events like this. Carried around appetizers and champagne on trays. I couldn’t believe I was actually a guest now.

“So explain to me who this is for again?” I said, looking up at Mike.

“My cousins. The Maddoxes. We all hung out with them growing up. This is my aunt Joy’s house.”

“Are Donna and Janessa coming?”

“These are cousins on my dad’s side.”

“Is he coming?” I asked.

“My dad? Not unless he took a flight from Maui. He sort of does his own thing.”

“Oh,” I said. “And who’s getting married?”

“Jane and Benny. I’ll introduce you in a bit.”

I scanned around. “Look, a dog. He’s missing a leg.”

“That’s Lieutenant Dan. Did you see the parrot? They have a parrot too.”

“They do?” I said, turning to him. “Does he talk?”

“He tells you to go fuck yourself.”

I laughed into the back of my hand as someone walked by with a tray of grilled pineapple. My stomach growled. I was getting hungry. I couldn’t eat anything here, though, because there were nuts all over the place. There were even macadamias in the fruit punch. The food looked really good. They had pulled-pork sliders and a chocolate fountain. Maybe I could have some of the pork at least?

I bit my lip while I stared at the buffet table. Even the coleslaw had cashews in it. I deflated.

It wasn’t worth it, too risky.

I’d had a snack on the way over and Mike said we could go for a burger after, but that would be a few hours from now. Mike wasn’t eating in solidarity, which was nice of him. He’d come right from work, too, he was probably starving. I should have planned better.

“Mike, you should eat,” I said, watching his eyes follow a caterer bringing out a tray of tropical rice.

“Nah.”

“Eat, please. I feel bad.”

“If you can’t eat, I’m not eating.” He squeezed me. “Sorry, babe. I shoulda thought of something. We can leave early, okay?”

I nodded and he kissed the side of my head.

“I’ve been reading that book you and Chris had,” he said.

I pulled my face back. “You did? Which one?”

“The reality show thing.”

I beamed. “Mike…”

“I got, like, seventy pages in. It’s good.”

It wasn’t good, but I appreciated him trying to like the things I liked. I tried to get involved in things he liked, too, but it was a little hard—mostly because I couldn’t go on six-mile runs with him or go mountain biking or any of the other extreme sports he was into. He wanted to train me. I went once, but by the time I was done working for the day I was exhausted and the last thing I wanted to do was go to the gym, but I fully planned on cheering for him on the sidelines at the next race and maybe I could take a bike the next time he did the eleven-mile loop. Pack a little picnic for us or something?

Mike and I didn’t have a lot of overlap in our hobbies. I wondered if he was beginning to notice. Maybe that’s why he picked up the book? Chris and I were reading a fantasy novel right now. Maybe I should tell Mike to read that instead, we could do a book club. Speaking of Chris…

“When is Chris coming?” I asked.

“He had to work,” he said. “Probably later.”

I had a surprise for him that I’d been planning since Mike told me about the party four weeks ago.

“I’m gonna go grab a water,” Mike said. “You want anything?”

“Um, I’ll have a soda.”

I watched him go. He was training for a triathlon so he wasn’t drinking right now. I was silently grateful.

He hadn’t touched a drink since the cabin weekend three and a half weeks ago. He was on a strict high-protein, no-sugar diet and working out constantly, doing the eleven-mile run around the park twice a week. And I was at his house. A lot. Mostly because I couldn’t stand to be at the apartment.

Phil never left. It had been almost a month.

Mom got him to pay rent, so at least there was that, but I hated being home now. He was a permanent fixture in the living room. He didn’t work and was always there. The apartment felt cluttered and dirty, and I still couldn’t get the smoke out of my clothes, even though she never did it again inside.

Becca took the space Mike left. “This is cute,” she said, nodding at my corsage.

I reached up to touch the clip in my hair. “Mike got it for me. He brought my mom flowers too.”

“Is she still seeing that guy?” she asked, eating the cherry off her mai tai.

“Yeah. It’s getting a little serious actually.”

“That fast?”

“Yes,” I muttered.

“Do you think they’ll move in together?” Becca asked.

“They already have,” I said. “With me.”

“Ewwww.” She made a face. “You moving in with Mike, then?”

“No. I don’t want to live in the guesthouse behind Donna’s place.”

“Why not?” she said, talking around her straw. “It’s a nice place.”

I blew a breath through my nose. A couple of reasons? Donna didn’t want Woofarine there for one. Mike let me bring him over anyway because if he didn’t on the days I had him, I wasn’t coming. But every time I did, I felt like she was going to say something.

Donna wasn’t as nice as I thought she was. The more time I spent at Mike’s, the colder she got. It wasn’t any one thing, just the energy that came off her. It wasn’t even enough for me to point out to Mike. I just got the sense she didn’t like me.

Becca and I were friends, but we weren’t close enough that I wanted to get into that with her. I didn’t really trust that she wouldn’t tell Jesse and then Jesse would tell Mike.

I did trust Chris that way though, which was kind of funny to say. I could tell Chris and I fully believed he would never say a word to anyone if I asked him not to.

I’d talked to Chris a lot lately. In fact, it felt like I talked to Chris more than Lexi and Mike. It was mostly when we were swapping Woofarine. It usually started with whatever book we were reading, but then it would move to something else. Phil or my mom, or Bergmans or whatever we had going on. We’d stand in the entry of whoever’s place it was for so long sometimes, it felt like we should sit, but we never did. Just stood there, one of us holding the dog, catching up until one of us had to go. We’d text each other book reactions or pictures of Woofarine. I made him the chicken and dumplings soup he’d asked for when he got sick a few weeks ago and had Mike drop it off.

I think Mike really liked that we got along. I liked it too.

Mike’s friend group was like a family. I got the feeling if they didn’t like me, Mike and I wouldn’t have lasted long. But Samantha and Becca and the guys had all really embraced me.

I still hadn’t told Mike I loved him, but I could kind of see us being together in the long run. I could picture our own engagement party like this one day, everyone there. Chris would be the best man.

Chris would be the best man…

Huh.

Mike came back and handed me a red Solo cup of soda.

“Thanks,” I said, taking a sip. “Hey, can we stop and do a secret shop on the way home?”

“For what?” he asked.

“Fifteen dollars.”

He let out a laugh. “Babe, that won’t even cover the gas in my truck. I’ll just give you the fifteen bucks.”

“I don’t want you to give it to me. I want to make it. It’s on the way.”

He put an arm around me. “What you should be doing is moving in with me. Then you won’t have to work at all.”

I made a face. “Why wouldn’t I work?”

“Because I’ll take care of you.”

“Ha. That’s a nice offer, but no.”

He glanced down at me. “Are you serious?”

“Why wouldn’t I be serious?”

“I mean, that’s kind of my job, no? Pay the bills?”

Becca rolled her eyes. “Have you considered that maybe she’d like to have her own career, Mike? It’s not 1950.”

I edged out from under him. “I’m not doing what my mom did. I want my own income.”

“For what?” He chuckled. “What do you think is gonna happen, babe?”

“What happens all the time to women everywhere?” Becca said. “You spend decades of your life raising kids and managing the house and then the man cheats or hits you or leaves you with small children and you’re left homeless and penniless without a way to support yourself? I see it literally every day. There’s lots of ways to take care of someone that doesn’t involve financial control. Try again.”

I looked at Becca gratefully, glad that she said it so I didn’t have to.

I know Mike was well-intentioned, but I didn’t want a man to support me. I wanted a man to empower me to support myself. I didn’t want to make the choices Mom made. I wasn’t going to be a worn-out woman standing in a sliding glass door chain smoking while the alcoholic on the couch pounded beers and flipped through channels on my TV. I was going to have a way out that wasn’t the door I came in through.

“Working is what makes me feel safe. Okay?”

He put his hands up. “Okay, okay. If that’s what you want.” He pulled me back into a good-natured hug. “You didn’t have to bring your lawyer.” He winked at Becca. She rolled her eyes again but smiled this time.

The subject changed and the party went on. I didn’t bring up the secret shop again.

But neither did he.
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CHRIS

I finally made it to the party.

The yard was decked out in tiki torches and the pool had beach balls floating in it. A band was playing.

I was about an hour behind everyone after getting off work, then running home to shower and change into my Hawaiian shirt. I scanned the yard through the kitchen window and found Larissa. She was wearing a floor-length strapless dress with flowers on it, and she had a big white flower in her hair. I stood there a moment just to look. She was beautiful. I didn’t usually see her dressed up—not that she wasn’t beautiful when she wasn’t.

I lingered another few seconds, then headed for the yard. I found the group of my friends clustered around a high-top table. I edged in between Jesse and Larissa. When Larissa turned and saw me, she lit up. “Hey, you made it.” She was grinning. And then I saw why.

Woofarine’s face was on her dress, mixed in between the flowers. The plot twist of the year because Woofarine’s face was also on my shirt. I’d ordered it online and we must have gotten them at the same place and picked the same design. We both burst into laughter.

Mike paused, looking between us. “Damn, I didn’t know there was a dress code,” he said.

Everyone watched us cracking up.

“Uh, can we also be in on the joke?” Becca asked.

I pointed to the dog faces.

“Oh my God,” Becca said. “You guys are nerds.”

“I didn’t even notice it,” Mike said, looking back and forth between our clothes.

“Did you plan this?” Jesse asked.

“No,” we said in unison, which made Larissa laugh harder.

“You should have told me. I would have got one too,” Mike said.

“You wouldn’t have worn this,” Larissa said, still giggling. “It’s too hokey for you.”

“Eh, you’re probably right.” He wrapped his free arm around her and squeezed. She leaned into it and beamed, and I took the moment to study a citronella candle on the table.

Jesse looked over at the bar. “Hey, I’m gonna get one of those pineapple things. Anyone want anything?”

Mike shook his head. “I’m not drinking tonight.”

Jesse looked at him like he had two heads. “What? Come on! They got like, three signature drinks over there.”

“I’m training, dick,” Mike said.

I shook my head. “I’m not drinking either.”

“I’ll take one,” Becca said.

“I’ll have a piña colada,” Larissa said.

“Remind them about the allergy,” I said.

Jesse gave me a finger gun. “Got it.”

Jesse left for the bar and I went to serve myself some dinner.

“Isn’t it pretty?” Larissa said, coming up behind me as I surveyed the graze table. Deli meats and cheeses, crackers and berries, chocolate-covered almonds, wasabi peas and dried fruits. It was garnished with hibiscus flowers and palm leaves and birds-of-paradise.

“Too bad it’s got nuts on it,” I said.

“Yeah.”

“How are the snackle boxes going?” I asked, turning to her.

She shrugged. “Slowing down a little bit.”

I nodded at the table. “What about doing something like this?”

She twisted her lips. “Hmm. Do you think people would buy it?” she asked. “Like if I did small boxes or party platters?”

“Oh yeah. I’d buy it.”

She studied the table. “This actually looks like fun. I’ll add it to the rotation. I made a goal of earning an extra hundred dollars a day for the next three months.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Oh yeah? How’s it going?”

“Not great,” she admitted. “I need more hours in the day.”

I studied her studying the table.

I wished Mike helped her with this stuff. I didn’t think she’d take money from him—she was too independent for that—but he could encourage her. Help her figure out what she wanted to do, help her do it.

She’d been staying at his house three to four times a week for the last month. Mike was in heaven, it was all he could talk about.

We migrated back to the group. Jesse got her a piña colada and I’d just finished my food and tossed the plate when I heard the sound of an electric wheelchair. I knew exactly what this meant. My first instinct was to dive in front of Larissa, but Mike whipped her out of the way first with mere seconds to spare.

Grandpa slammed to a halt in the middle of our group, his oxygen tank on the back of his wheelchair.

“Grandpa,” Mike said. “I wondered when you were gonna slow down enough for me to say hi.”

“Shut up and give me a cigarette,” he snapped.

I snorted.

Grandpa scowled at me. “You better be laughing because you have my Marlboros.”

“I do not have your Marlboros, but it’s nice to see you,” I said.

Mike crouched down in front of him. Then he pulled a pack from his shirt pocket. “I got you right here, old man.”

“Mike, he’s on oxygen,” Larissa whispered.

“Everyone does it,” Jesse said. “It’s safer when he’s smoking because no one gets run over.”

Mike stood. “I gotta get a lighter. I’ll be right back, then sneak you off to the gazebo.” He winked at him.

He left and Grandpa turned his attention squarely on Larissa. “Who the hell are you?”

She smiled at him. “Larissa. Nice to meet you.”

“You Chris’s girlfriend?”

“No. I’m with Mike,” she said.

“Then why are you and the drug dealer wearing the same uniform?”

She choked.

“I’m a drug dealer now?” I asked, amused.

He narrowed his watery eyes at me. Then he gunned it. Becca barely got out of the way. We watched him part the crowd until he disappeared around the pool house.

“Someone needs to get him a horn,” Becca mumbled.

“Like he’d use it?” Jesse said.

Larissa stared after him. “Is he always like that?”

“As long as I’ve known him,” I said.

“He taught all of us to drive,” Jesse said. “He’d use us to take him to the gas station to buy cigarettes so Aunt Joy wouldn’t catch him.”

I laughed. “Hey, we got our behind-the-wheel hours in.”

Mike came back ten minutes later with a mai tai. “Grandpa’s all set up in the gazebo,” he said, taking a swallow from the side of his glass. “We’ll all be safe for about ten minutes.”

I eyed the drink. “What happened to training?”

“What? This? I wanted to try it, just one,” he said.

Larissa turned around from her conversation with Becca and saw the cocktail in his hand. “Oh. I thought you were driving. It’s why I got the piña colada.”

He laughed. “Babe, I’m six three and two hundred and ten pounds. This won’t even give me a buzz.”

She didn’t look sure.

“Last one,” he said. “I promise.”

“Okay.” She tucked her hair behind her ear.

The karaoke started. Larissa lit up. “You want to sing a duet with me?” she said, turning to Mike.

“Nah.”

“Pleeease?” she begged. “It’ll be so fun!”

“I don’t sing, babe.”

She gave him the same puppy dog eyes that got me to keep Woofarine. “I don’t want to go up alone.”

“Take Chris.” He nodded at me.

I froze. “I… What?”

“Oh, Chris, please?” She peered at me.

“Go,” Mike said. “Help me out so I don’t have to do it.” He nudged his girlfriend and winked at her. She rolled her eyes and then looked at me hopefully.

“Uh… okay,” I said.

“Really?”

“Sure.”

She bounced. “What do you want to sing?”

“You pick. It’s gonna be bad though. I don’t have a good voice.”

“I’m so recording this,” Mike said, pulling out his phone.

Someone shrieked on the other side of the yard and we looked up to see Grandpa doing a three-point turn to blaze down the dance floor with a cigarette in his mouth. Joy was chasing him.

“Shit,” Mike said, pounding the rest of his drink. “I’m gonna go get him before he gets us both pinched. You two have fun. I’ll be recording from the gazebo.” He gave Larissa another quick kiss, set his empty glass down, and left.

She turned back to me. “Ready?”

“I was hoping you forgot.”

“Oh, stop. Let’s pick a song.”

She pulled out her phone and brought up Google and searched male/female karaoke duets.

“Oh, ‘Islands in the Stream,’” she said.

Immediately no.

It couldn’t be a love song. That wouldn’t be appropriate. I also didn’t want to have to tell her it wasn’t appropriate because then I’d make it weird.

“How about ‘Under Pressure’?” I asked.

David Bowie and Queen. Nothing wrong with that.

She scrunched up her nose. “Nah.”

“Okay…” I scanned down the list. Love songs. Love ballads. Every single one.

“How about ‘Something There’? Beauty and the Beast?” she asked. She tapped it and lyrics came up.

Hellll no. A whole song about falling in love with someone you didn’t notice before.

“I don’t know that one well enough to sing it,” I lied.

“We could do ‘You’re the One That I Want.’ From Grease?” she said, looking up at me.

Even worse.

I cleared my throat. “How about ‘Stan’? Eminem.”

She lowered her phone to give me a horrified look. “The one about the deranged fan who commits the murder-suicide of his pregnant girlfriend?”

“Yeah, why not? It’s got a good beat and you can sing the chorus by Dido.”

“I’m not singing that here,” she said, looking at me like I’d lost it. “There are children.”

I puffed out my cheeks.

Again, if this were Becca, the song wouldn’t matter. Again, I couldn’t explain why it did.

“Why are you being so difficult?” she teased.

“Hey, I’m doing you a favor.”

“Are you?” she deadpanned.

I looked around. “I don’t see anyone else lining up to be your emotional support backup singer.”

She gasped playfully.

“How about we sing together,” I said. “Instead of alternating. Maybe… ‘Sweet Caroline’?”

She lit up. “Perfect!”

Jane and her sister-in-law Briana were singing “I Got You Babe” while we put in our names. Then we waited over by the graze table for our turn.

“So what did you rate the bread?” I asked.

“The Hawaiian roll? I didn’t get to try it.”

I drew my brows down. “What do you mean?”

“There are nuts all over the menu.”

“Mike forgot to tell Joy about your allergy? She would have had something for you if she knew you were coming.”

She shrugged. “It’s fine. I can’t expect the world to accommodate me.”

No. But Mike should have.

“Mike didn’t eat either,” she said. “He’s taking me to get something in a bit. We’re leaving early.”

“Oh,” I said. “That sucks. I just got here.”

She put out her bottom lip. “Awwww, you gonna miss Mike?” she teased.

Not exactly.

Jane and Briana finished their song and everyone clapped. The DJ was waving us over. “Are you ready?” I asked.

“I am.”

When we were on the stage singing, I saw Mike at the bar getting his second drink.
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LARISSA

Are you sure he won’t mind that we’re in here?” I asked, looking at the taxidermy on the shelves in Greg Maddox’s office.

“Greg doesn’t care,” Chris said, studying a raccoon in a tutu walking a tightrope. “He’s proud of it. He’d show you himself.”

The bathroom off the pool had a line and Mike was busy telling some animated story to his cousin Jacob over by the chocolate fountain, so Chris offered to take me to one in the house. When I was done, he asked if I wanted to see the famous taxidermy room. I was glad for the excuse not to be out there in the yard because I was getting a little annoyed with Mike.

He’d had three drinks.

I didn’t care if he drank or not. I mean, I did, because I didn’t like how he got when he drank too much, but it wasn’t my rule that he didn’t drink tonight, it was his. I didn’t mind having mocktails and volunteering to drive, but he’d told me he wasn’t having any—and now he was buzzed. That’s what bothered me. I only had half of my piña colada because once Mike hit drink number two, I’d stopped enjoying mine. I’d had a feeling this would happen for some reason.

Something about the breaking promises to himself thing put me on alert. The hint of a pattern I’d already seen way too many times in my life.

I was trying to tell myself it wasn’t a big deal. It was a party. It was only three drinks, and he hadn’t touched a drop since the cabin.

He’d been talking so loudly, people were starting to look at us. He’d kept grabbing me and kissing me. The last time he did it, he’d accidentally knocked the flower out of my hair. The second my hair got yanked, I got irrationally angry, and it was all I could do not to snap at him. Honestly, when Chris got me out of there, I’d felt like I was being rescued.

The karaoke was still going strong outside. Someone was rapping Salt-N-Pepa. The bass was shaking the taxidermy animals. Chris was examining a mounted skunk dressed in a Union Civil War costume.

“So Greg made all these?” I asked.

“Yeah.” He looked at me over his shoulder. “If you ever find fresh roadkill, let me know. I’ll bring it to him.”

“Text the drug dealer if I find any bodies. Got it,” I said. “Do you think we could go see the parrot?” I asked. “Before we go back out.”

“Sure.”

“Does he really talk?”

“Oh yeah,” he said. “Grandpa taught him to say ‘Help! I’ve been turned into a parrot!’”

I laughed.

“They have a cat too,” he said, straightening. “Maybe we can find it.” He looked at his watch.

“What time is it?” I asked.

“Ten. Look at this one.” He pointed to some lizards dressed in Victorian clothing mounted to look like they were dancing.

I came up next to him.

He was wearing that cologne that I liked again. He smelled good.

I wondered why Chris didn’t invite a date. I don’t think he’d gone out with anyone since I knew him. Or maybe he did and he didn’t tell me? But I feel like it would have come up during our custody conversations about Woofarine. There had to be a night where he didn’t want the dog so he could go out.

Or stay in.

For some reason I didn’t like the visual of Chris with a date.

I gazed at him while he examined the taxidermy.

He looked really handsome today. And then I felt gross for thinking it—and for being weird about the thought of him sleeping with someone while I watched our dog.

It was completely and utterly none of my business if Chris had sex with someone. It was none of my business if he smelled good either. I walked to the other side of the room so I couldn’t breathe him in.

“Did you see the deer’s head over the fireplace?” I asked.

His eyes slid to mine like he knew I was about to tease him.

“What?” I said innocently.

The deer had been taxidermied with shark teeth in its mouth.

“I think this is the first time I’ve seen a deer the way you’ve described them,” I said.

“You are not a nice person.”

I gaped. “That is statistically untrue.”

“I told you that story and you promised you wouldn’t make fun of me.”

“I don’t think I did promise that.”

“It was implied,” he said.

“It was implied that I would make fun of you.”

He gave me a look and I grinned.

He really should date. He was a great guy.

Chris had self-control. He was not impulsive, not the kind of man who said he wasn’t going to drink and ended up having three drinks in under an hour. He didn’t seem to have any vices actually.

It’s funny how different best friends can be. Lexi and I were polar opposites, too, but this felt bigger than that.

I wondered sometimes if Chris and Mike would still be friends if they’d met as adults. I didn’t think so. I couldn’t imagine the common ground they’d exist on outside of their past.

But I was glad they were friends. I think Chris was good for Mike.

I hoped it went the other way too.
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CHRIS


We found the cat in the library. Larissa was sitting on the floor petting it. I left her there to go find her something to eat.

The plan to leave early to get food had turned into Mike showing no signs of leaving the tiki bar.

I found the caterer in the kitchen and asked if there was anything safe for Larissa. He said the pulled pork only had seasoned salt on it and their Hawaiian rolls were from a nut-free bakery. He found an unopened bag, then made some fresh coleslaw without the cashews. He added extra pineapple for the chocolate fountain that was uncontaminated. I found a can of soda, grabbed the food, and went back to the library.

“I got you something to eat,” I said.

She blinked at the plate from the spot on the floor, where she sat petting the cat. “Where?”

“Ran into the chef, told him about the allergy. It’s all safe.”

I watched her face transform. “Thank you,” she breathed.

I checked her EpiPen while she grabbed her food and took a bite of the sandwich. She closed her eyes while she chewed. “Oh, wow,” she whispered. “I was so hungry.”

My jaw ticked.

Larissa was great about planning around her allergy, but she didn’t know the Maddoxes. She couldn’t text Joy and ask about the menu. But Mike could—and he didn’t.

I watched her eat like she was starving.

I knew her. It was Saturday, so she started at 6:00 a.m. and waited on tables until two. She probably did delivery orders or her secret shopper stuff until the last minute, then ran home, got ready, and came without eating. She might have snacked or had breadsticks in her purse and a banana or something, but she was hungry.

I tried to force down how I felt about this by pretending I needed to look at her EpiPen for longer than was humanly necessary. After I handed it back to her, I went to look at the bookshelves while she finished her plate just to give myself more time to recover.

Greg and Joy had a very nice house. A very nice everything, actually. The place was a palace. We could get lost in here and no one would find us, which I was hoping for.

I’d gotten the sense Larissa needed a little break. Mike was buzzed, and she looked overstimulated and exasperated that he was being so loud. I didn’t blame her a bit. Mike was always like that when he drank too much. Like a dial that got turned all the way up before he shorted out entirely. I had far too much experience with this.

Mike had a meltdown for three solid months after his high school injury. He would drink until he passed out, got a DUI on prom night right before he turned eighteen. He’d straightened out after that. It had been well over a decade, but it’s not really something you forget.

After everything that happened at the end of senior year, working for Tony was the best-case scenario. His stepdad was a good guy and he looked out for him and kept him out of trouble when the rest of us weren’t there to help.

That had been my biggest fear going off to university—not being there to make sure Mike did okay. But he did. He worked those first few years, putting in the hours for his master plumber license and whether he liked to admit it or not, he was great at it. He was capable of a lot more than he gave himself credit for. Mike was good with people. You can’t teach that. His coworkers liked him, the rest of Tony’s crew respected him, and he was a good front person for the business.

I just wish he wanted the plumber thing. Or anything for that matter.

I pulled a first edition of Love Shows Up off the shelf and walked it across the room.

Larissa was sitting on the Oriental rug over by the fireplace, eating the last of the pineapple.

“Look at this,” I said, crouching to show it to her.

“By Joy Maddox,” she said, reading the cover. “Have you read it?”

“Yeah. It’s good. I can loan you my copy.”

“Okay, cool. Thanks for the food,” she said, setting her empty plate aside. “It was beef-stick-in-the-woods good.”

I chuckled and she smiled.

She went back to petting the cat and I went to return the book to the shelf. I was slipping it into its slot when the door to the library slid open and Jesse poked his head in.

“There you are. Where’s Larissa?” he whispered.

“She’s playing with the cat.”

He looked over my shoulder to make sure she was far enough away to be out of earshot and came back to me. “We gotta take Mike home.”

I drew my brows down. “What? Why?”

“He’s fucking wasted,” he said, lowering his voice. “He was doing shots.”

“Shots?”

“Man, you missed a wild thirty minutes. Right after you left, he started arguing with some guy over protein powder. He was getting all loud. Then he did two shots of Jäger back-to-back, dropped and did a bunch of push-ups, got up, beat his chest like an ape, and went over to the bushes by the gazebo. Becca and I followed him—”

He stopped.

“He pissed himself,” he said so low I almost didn’t hear him.

I stared. “He what?”

“All down the front of his pants,” he whispered. “And then he jumped in the pool so nobody would notice. We had to pull him out. He’s soaking wet, his phone’s cracked—”

“What the hell…?”

“I don’t even know.” He was shaking his head. “It was like prom all over again. He’s fucking lost it.”

I dragged a hand down my mouth. “He started back on his Prozac. It can make you drunker. And Larissa said they didn’t eat anything. Maybe he just didn’t realize how it would hit him?”

Jesse nodded like he wanted that to be the excuse. We all wanted that to be it.

“He’s a hot mess,” he said. “I put him in the truck to drive him home, but Larissa took his keys.”

“She’s not going in that truck with him,” I said. It wasn’t even a discussion. If Mike was that erratic, I wasn’t letting her anywhere near him.

“No, I agree,” he said. “You take her home. Becca and I got Mike.”

I nodded. “Okay, give me a second.” I closed the door.

I stood there for a moment, trying to tamp down my feelings. Maybe it was the empty stomach exacerbating Mike’s behavior. Or maybe it was the three cocktails and two shots.

What the hell was he thinking? He was supposed to get Larissa home. What was the plan there? And he was gonna drop his pants and pee in the bushes? In the damn yard in front of everyone? Were we six?

What if we hadn’t been here? What if Larissa had to deal with this shit by herself?

Maybe he wouldn’t have gotten like this if it were just the two of them. Surely he wouldn’t put her in this situation if nobody else was around. He would have practiced more restraint or been more conservative with the drinks or had more self-control if a handful of other designated drivers weren’t here to fish him out of the pool and get her home safely.

I had to believe that was true. Because dwelling on what I actually thought would have happened was too upsetting.

I made my way back to the far corner of the library to tell Larissa. I tried to deliver this news as casually as I could.

“Hey,” I said, coming around the sofa. “Jesse’s taking Mike home early. He had a little too much to drink. I need the keys to the truck.”

She blinked up at me. “What happened?”

“Nothing, it’s not a big deal. I just think the empty stomach didn’t mix well with the liquor.”

She studied me like she was trying to decide if I was filtering. I hoped to God she didn’t ask me for more information. As irritated as I was by this, I didn’t want to throw him under the bus and I didn’t want to lie to her.

She started to get up. “I’ll go home with him—”

“No, they got him. He just needs to sleep it off. I’ll drive you home.”

“Did he throw up or something?”

“No, no. He’s just ready to go.”

She looked at me another moment, still trying to figure out if there was more. She must have decided she didn’t want to know. She reached into her purse and pulled out the keys to the truck.

“I’ll be right back,” I said.

I handed them to Jesse through the door. “Text me when you get him home,” I whispered. “I’ll check on him tomorrow. And if he’s too drunk, get Donna or Janessa up to stay with him.”

He nodded and took off.

When I came back into the room, Larissa was texting someone. “He didn’t pick up,” she said.

“He’s really out of it,” I said. “Don’t worry, they’ll take care of him.”

She pressed her lips into a line and nodded, her eyes fixed on an antique globe in the corner. “He doesn’t do this a lot, right?” She looked at me. “Drink too much?”

I paused. What to say to this?

Did I think Mike was an alcoholic? No. Did I think he had a tendency to overdo it occasionally? Yes. Was this starting to become a problem? Maybe.

“I think you should talk to him if it’s bothering you,” I said.

I was going to talk to him too.

She chewed her lip and nodded.

Then we just stood there.

“Sorry you have to drive me home,” she said, glancing at me. “I know how much you hate that.”

“Knock it off.”

“Are you even the closest one to my house?” she said, putting a thumb over her shoulder. “Because I can ask around.”

“Are you done abusing me now? Can we get going?”

She crossed her arms. “Wow. In such a rush to get rid of me.”

“Do you blame me? Look how mean you are.”

She was laughing as she walked past me to the door.

I followed her down the hall and she turned to walk backward. “Can I ask you a favor?”

“What?”

“Can we take a little detour?”

“For?”

“I got a secret shop request for a picture of a billboard,” she said. “It’s sort of on the way.”

I looked at my watch in an attempt to pretend the time mattered. “I don’t know…”

“Please, Chris? It’s fifteen dollars.”

I let out a dramatic breath. “You are a force of inconvenience.”

She grinned because she knew I was full of shit and turned back around. I followed her out to my car, smiling in the wake of her perfume.

Fifteen minutes later we were in a vacant parking lot, facing a lit-up Toilet King billboard.

“This is what you have to take a picture of?” I asked.

She tucked her leg under her on the seat. “Yeah. They want a picture of it after eleven. So in ten minutes.”

“Did Tony request this?”

“No, the billboard company.”

I put the car in park and unbuckled my seat belt.

“What do you think of him?” I asked, nodding at the billboard.

“Tony? He’s a cool guy. He tips really well when he comes into the diner,” she said. “I wish Mike would work for him more.”

I looked at her. “Why?”

“It just seems more stable than the training. He doesn’t always have clients.”

I looked back out at the billboard. “How does this work exactly? Like how do we know someone else isn’t going to show up to take the same picture?”

“You claim the job. Then you have a window of time to complete it.”

“What’s the window for this one?”

“Two hours. Nobody else can claim a job you’ve already signed up for until the time runs out.”

I narrowed my eyes at the billboard. “I wonder if they want to see if the light stays on.”

“Probably. Have you ever seen a Toilet King billboard that wasn’t lit up twenty-four seven?”

I bobbed my head. “True.”

We sat there in silence, looking at Tony in his Henry Tudor costume holding a toilet plunger over a poop-filled bowl.

“Want to listen to some music?” I asked.

“Sure. What’s in your playlist?”

“Nothing I’m going to play for you,” I said, turning on the radio.

She gasped. “Why?”

“You’re going to make fun of me.”

“Awwwww, come on. It can’t be more embarrassing than stabby sticks.”

I gave her an amused look. “Why are you laughing at my trauma?”

“Well, when you say it like that, I sound like a jerk. I’m not going to stop though.”

I chuckled.

“Is it show tunes?” she asked. “Electronic dance music? The soundtrack for Frozen—”

“Hey, the soundtrack for Frozen was excellent.”

“So it’s that.”

“What’s in your playlist?” I asked. “Show me your phone.”

“I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.”

“Fine,” I said.

“Fine.”

We both keyed in our passwords and then handed them over.

We went quiet studying each other’s list.

“It is show tunes,” she said.

“So?”

“I’m half inclined to believe you planted this here.”

“You think I listened to hundreds of hours of Hamilton just to confuse you?”

“Okay. Good point.”

I smiled. “What’s this one?” I asked. “‘Sliver’ by Lola Simone.”

“Play it. It’s really pretty. Part of her comeback album.”

We returned each other’s phones and I looked up the song on mine and played it over the Bluetooth.

A simple guitar intro, steady, ethereal voice. I loved it.

We listened to it, watching the moths flutter in the light of the billboard. Neither of us said a word, just enjoyed the song.

I wondered offhandedly if this would have happened that night after the concert if I’d been the one to drive her home. Would we have talked about music and ended up exchanging phones and picking a song to play?

I found myself thinking a lot about that night lately. I wished I didn’t.

There was no point dwelling on what-ifs. I did it with Mom and it only filled me with guilt and regret.

I think that’s just the way the human brain works though. Circling back over the mistakes we’ve made. Trying to learn so we do it better next time.

I wouldn’t get a next time. Not for either scenario.

The song ended right as the clock hit 11:00. Larissa lifted her phone to take a picture. “Easiest fifteen dollars I’ve ever made,” she said, sending the image to the company that asked for it.

“How much did you make today toward the hundred?”

She twisted her lips thinking about it. “I did a delivery order before the party, got a ten-dollar tip. So twenty-five?”

“Are there other requests? For billboard pictures?”

“Oh yeah. Lots. They’re not on the way home though, they’re kind of all over.”

“And they all want pictures after eleven? That’s it?”

“That’s it.”

I put my seat belt on. “Let’s do them.”

She blinked at me. “What?”

“Let’s go do them. Unless you need to get home,” I said.

She shook her head. “No, I don’t. But… are you sure? You want to drive me around taking pictures of billboards? Don’t you have to sleep?”

“I’m not tired.”

She gave me a look like she didn’t believe me.

“I’m really not,” I said. But I would have done it anyway, even if I were. I wanted to help her.

She studied me in the faint glow of the billboard like she was trying to decide if I meant it.

By the way she always balked at help, I wondered if it got offered enough. It didn’t seem natural for her to take it. She didn’t want the ride to the hospital, I’d had to coax her to breakfast, force myself into her apartment to get her luggage. Anytime she took anything from anyone, she was apologetic and it felt like a last resort.

I think she’d been on her own a long time. Used to doing everything herself. Maybe because people let her down? Her dad. Her mom wasn’t always dependable.

Mike wasn’t always dependable either. I hated to say it, but he wasn’t.

I would not let her down. Ever.

In fact, I think this was the moment that cemented that for me. Where I knew I would do things for her without asking. Without her knowing, even. Because even the act of accepting help took a toll on her. And her life deserved to be a little easier. Even if she didn’t know who was making it that way.

Or why.
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LARISSA


You have to feed him with a flat hand,” I said. “Like the way you feed the goats at a petting zoo or he’ll bite your fingers.”

Chris laughed from the driver’s seat. “He doesn’t do that to me.”

“What do you mean? He bites me every time I give him a treat. He’s too excited.”

“You gotta make him wait until he’s calm,” he said, changing lanes. “He has to be a good boy to get a treat.”

“So what you’re saying is, he’s a totally different dog with you,” I deadpanned.

Chris glanced at me, his eyes sparkling.

We’d been driving around for two hours. It was almost 1:00 a.m.—way past his bedtime. We were all the way out by Hugo now. It would be another thirty-five minutes to get home, but he’d insisted on doing one more picture.

I felt bad, but I did need the money.

And I was having a good time.

“I’m going to have a word with Woofarine when I get home,” I said.

“You think he can be negotiated with?” he asked.

“Yes. I think we should normalize arguing with our pets. He threw up yesterday, by the way.”

“He did? What did he eat?” he asked.

“His favorite. Trash. I need to get a can with a lid. He was completely in there. I got him out and he threw up. Before I could grab him, he ate the vomit.”

“I think Woofarine would tell you that it’s better to have eaten something, thrown it up, and eaten it again than to have never eaten it at all,” he said.

“I feel like there’s wisdom in there, but it’s too gross for me to see it.”

He chuckled while he turned onto a dirt road, the entrance to our sixth and last billboard. They’d all been the Toilet King.

The billboard was next to the freeway, but I couldn’t get a good shot of it driving by. The board number had to be in it, and my camera wasn’t the greatest, so Chris navigated to it taking the back way.

We crept down the service road at a crawl, the car bumping along the uneven ground. It was wooded and dark. A rabbit darted in front of us and disappeared into the brush.

“Weren’t you going to tell me a story about work?” I asked, peering out the window at the moon slipping between the trees.

“Oh, right. So I was at Bergmans yesterday and a guy comes in to pick up his prescription. He was pissed because his insurance didn’t cover it.”

“Yeah…”

“He came with a ziplock bag full of change.”

“Like, to pay? What’d you say?” I asked.

“That I wasn’t taking it. He said I had to because it’s legal tender. I told him no and that there’s a coin machine at the grocery store across the street and he can cash it in there if he wants to, but I’m not counting that.”

I shook my head. “I cannot believe that people act like this. But then also, I can.”

“Why? People act like dicks at Donna’s?”

“Ha. You have no idea,” I mumbled.

He glanced at me. “Like what?”

“Like the guy who told me my tip was to get a better job? The enormous group that comes in every Sunday and leaves me pamphlets instead of money. Or the lady who likes to come in with a party of five and give me three silver dollars at the end.”

“Are you serious?”

“Oh yeah. She’s very proud of it too. She thinks they’re special so I should be excited about the two percent tip. She goes to the bank just to get them. I can’t even put them in the machine at the laundromat.”

“Wait,” he said. “Why are you going to the laundromat?”

“Because my building doesn’t have a working laundry room?”

“Go to Mike’s.”

I looked out the window again. “The washing machine is in Donna’s house. I try not to be over there more than I have to be.”

We were pulling into a clearing. The billboard loomed in the middle on its thick steel pole like a strange tree. Chris drove up to where I could get a good shot.

“Why don’t you want to go to Donna’s?” he asked, putting the car in park.

I didn’t answer.

His brows drew down. “Is she mean to you?”

I shrugged a little. “Not mean, just… unenthusiastic?”

He seemed bothered by this.

“She’s never said or done anything,” I said. “Please don’t tell Mike.”

“I won’t.”

“She’s fine, honestly.”

He was quiet for a moment. “You know Mike would not be all right with that if he knew. He would talk to her.”

“About what? Liking me more?” I gave him a face.

He pressed his lips together.

“It’s okay,” I said.

“It’s not though. She’s lucky her son has someone like you. She should be grateful.”

I scoffed. “Right.”

“What does that mean?”

“I’m not exactly a prize, Chris.”

He looked at me like I’d lost it.

I ticked off on my fingers. “I’m a high school dropout, thirty thousand dollars in debt, my father is a felon, my mom is my mom—”

“So? You take care of him. You’re smart, you’re funny, driven. And you’re—”

He stopped.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“No, tell me. What?” I said.

He rubbed his mouth. “I was just… I mean. You know.”

“What do I know?”

“You’re… you’re beautiful.”

I grinned. “Awwwwww, you think I’m beautiful?” I teased.

“Stop.”

“No way.”

“Objectively,” he said. “I’m not saying that I think—”

“Oh, of course not.” I grinned again and pulled my legs into my chest under my dress. “Thanks, Chris. You’re beautiful too.” I put my cheek to my knees. Then I lifted my head again. “If you think I’m pretty, why didn’t you want to drive me home that night? You didn’t even hit on me,” I joked.

“I… I tried,” he said. “You went with Mike.”

I blinked at him. “What?”

“I mean, I tried to drive you home,” he said quickly. “Not hit on you.”

He glanced at me, then looked away. His cheeks were turning pink.

He was lying.

I stared at him. “You were interested?” I asked. “In me?”

“We should not be talking about this—”

“No, you just seemed so irritated. I’m surprised is all. I thought…” I trailed off. “I thought you didn’t want to. I figured I wasn’t your type or you weren’t looking or something. Or you really didn’t want to drive a stranger to River Grove,” I said, laughing a little.

He sat there, silent. Peering out the driver’s side window, probably so he wouldn’t have to look at me. I looked at him instead, like I could glean what he wasn’t saying from the side of his face.

I couldn’t.

“So did the coin guy come back with bills?” I asked, changing the subject.

“The coin guy dumped the whole bag and clotheslined it over the counter at my pharmacy tech.”

“He didn’t…”

“I had to call the cops,” he said, looking back at me. “He got arrested for assault. With pennies.”

“Are you kidding?”

“I’m not.”

“Working retail should be mandatory. You could not convince me that the world wouldn’t be full of better humans.”

“Treat it like jury duty,” he said.

“Yes. And they have to substitute teach one day too.” I sat back in my seat and sighed. “I would love to get out of customer service.”

“Me too. I might start looking for something else.”

“Like what?”

“A hospital job probably. Won’t have to deal with patients or customers,” he said, looking up at the billboard.

Then the conversation stopped. We just sat there, looking up at the sign.

Had Chris really been interested?

I thought back to that night. Mike, being Mike. Flirty and smiling at me. And Chris, hands in his pockets, dark cloud.

But then I remembered something. How he’d mentioned that he was closer to River Grove than Mike was.

At the time I took it like he was letting me know that I’d be inconveniencing Mike more than him. It didn’t feel like a bid to get me to go with him.

But now that I knew Chris, I saw it differently. That was a bid. And I’d missed it.

Chris had been hitting on me, in his own quiet way, but was eclipsed by Mike. He’d wanted me.

I don’t know why but this flipped my entire reality around. A record scratch.

I just never thought…

I never thought I was good enough for someone like him.

And that’s really what it came down to. Yes, he’d looked unapproachable. But really, when I reflected on it, it was when Lexi told me Chris was a pharmacist that I chose Mike.

I figured someone like Chris would want someone smarter or more educated. A doctor or something. Someone on his level.

And what did he think now? Did getting to know me make it different?

I guess it didn’t matter.

Obviously what was supposed to happen happened.

I was with Mike—and I cared about him. Deeply. But I wasn’t sure if I loved him. I kept waiting for it to be clearer, and it just never was.

Maybe what Lexi said all those months ago had been right, my candle was burning low. I thought that things would heat up as time went on, but they didn’t, and I didn’t know what to do about it. Or if I should do anything at all.

I didn’t want to be the kind of person who gets comfortable in an okay relationship and just wiggles down into it and never leaves.

I didn’t want to make mistakes and then just keep making them like Mom did. But I also didn’t want to be the kind of person who gives up something steady and promising without giving it a chance to be great. I didn’t want to break up with a good man, especially when he hadn’t done anything wrong. And maybe in six months I’d feel differently, I’d know for sure which way I was leaning. But no matter which way that ended up being, this was the direction I’d chosen and Chris was right: There was no point in talking about it now. We were friends. He was my boyfriend’s best friend. Whatever “What If” could have happened didn’t and it never would.

Maybe it wasn’t supposed to.

We stared up at the sign for a moment. I had to take the picture, but I didn’t want to. Once I did, the night would be over and I wasn’t ready. Maybe I wanted the adventure of it, or the high of making the money, or maybe I didn’t want to go back to my tiny, crowded, smokey apartment.

Or maybe it was something else.

“Thanks for taking me to do this,” I said.

“No problem,” he said, not looking at me.

I smiled softly up at The King. “Can I pay you for the gas?” I asked.

“No. Then you won’t make your quota.”

“Please?”

“Nope.”

I wanted to argue, but I didn’t think it would help. And anyway, he was right. I couldn’t really afford to give it to him.

“I hate being broke,” I said, so quietly I was surprised he heard me.

“It won’t always be like this,” he said.

“How do you know?”

“Because you’re too industrious.”

“Lots of very hardworking people live in poverty.”

“Yeah, but you’ve got the other stuff. The business sense, the tenacity, the intuition.”

“You can tell all that just from sharing a dog with me?” I teased.

“No, I can tell because I see it.” He turned to me now and looked me in the eye.

The corner of my lip twitched.

“I can either chase the life I want or I can settle for the life I have, Chris. And I will never settle. That doesn’t mean I’ll ever get anywhere. It just means I won’t ever stop trying.”

He studied me quietly and I took in a deep breath and let it out.

“Sometimes, when I’m feeling sorry for myself,” I said, “I think about how rich I’d be five hundred years ago. I get to drink coffee every morning imported from foreign lands. I have sugar just lying around and fruits out of season.”

“The finest textiles,” he said, nodding at my Hawaiian dress with Woofarine’s face on it.

I laughed and rested my head against the seat. “Five hundred years ago you’d be sticking leeches on people and doing incantations to rid them of demons.”

“We still do the leech thing,” he said. “I’d be an apothecary. Probably growing my own herbs. And doing the demon thing.”

“I’d be a bar wench,” I mumbled.

“No, you wouldn’t,” he said. “You’d own the tavern.”

I smiled softly. I didn’t believe it, but I appreciated that he said it.

“It helps to put things in perspective,” I said. “I’m lucky when I think about it.”

He didn’t answer me and we slipped into silence again.

I raised my phone, took the picture, sent it through. And then we just sat there, the freeway humming nearby.

It was weird because technically we should be driving home now, but he didn’t make any move to leave, and I didn’t really want to leave either. It was like our talks in the doorway, the ones that just kept going.

“How have the nightmares been?” I asked, looking at him. “Are you still having them?”

He was quiet for a long beat. “Yes.”

“They’ll get better,” I said.

“Eventually,” he said. “Or so they say.”

I peered back at the billboard.

“My mom drank herself to death.”

I looked over at him. “What?”

“She died of cirrhosis of the liver. She was an alcoholic.”

I blinked at the side of his face. “Chris…” I breathed.

“I have never said those words to anyone outside of therapy. Ever.”

I wrinkled my forehead. “You haven’t told Mike?”

“No.”

“Why?”

“I just didn’t,” he said, turning to me. “I’m not ashamed of her. That’s not why. I understand it’s a disease and there were things out of her control. I’m ashamed of myself because I should have known.”

“You didn’t?”

“No. I didn’t.”

I watched him in the silence.

“It didn’t even feel like she drank a lot,” he said. “She’d have a mimosa at breakfast. A cocktail with lunch, two or three glasses of wine with dinner—I mean, she was retired. She was with her friends, she was just enjoying life.”

“Is that all it takes?” I asked, surprised.

“Yeah. Five drinks a day for five years, that’s all it takes. Especially for women. I had never, in my entire life, seen her drunk or even buzzed. I mean, now that I look back, it’s probably because her tolerance was so high. She always liked her wine, but it was never an issue. She was a hospitalist, an incredibly functional person.”

His eyes were sad. “Why didn’t I see it? I should have known. I’m a pharmacist. I know about addiction, know what dependency looks like.”

“Chris…”

“I sent her wine for her birthday,” he said, almost more to himself than to me. “That haunts me now. Like I shipped her an expensive poison as a present.”

I pivoted in my seat. “Okay, first of all, you shouldn’t feel guilty about enabling what you didn’t know was going on,” I said. “She was a doctor, yes?”

He nodded.

“You’re telling me she didn’t notice? She didn’t know what could happen? There weren’t points in her decline where she could have taken steps to save herself? There weren’t doctors or friends who were with her a lot more than you were who called her out on it? Tried to intervene?”

“There were, but—”

“I lost my voice screaming for my dad to change. I was never loud enough for him to hear me. And you probably wouldn’t have been either. The reality is that most people with addiction won’t do what they have to do for anyone else. They have to want to do it for themselves, have to hit their rock bottom and decide to save their own lives. You didn’t know, Chris. And it sounds like she didn’t want you to. It’s not. Your. Fault.”

We stared at each other over the center console, and I watched my words move over him. The almost desperate look in his eyes transformed into something softer and hopeful. Like maybe what I said was the truth. Maybe he wasn’t responsible for the actions of everyone around him after all.

Chris took a lot upon himself. I saw it. The way he always looked out for Mike. The way he took such good care of Woofarine.

The way he took care of me.

I thought about the nuts he’d tossed in the trash at the cabin. I kept coming back to it. It didn’t even surprise me that he checked the pantry for me. It didn’t surprise me that he found me something to eat today, or that he took me to get these pictures. In fact, it would surprise me if he didn’t.

Chris loved with his whole heart. He gave all of himself to the people he cared about.

And he cared about me.

I could see it. The gentle way he looked at me sometimes reminded me a little of the way Mike looked at me, even though I knew rationally it was not even close to the same thing. And I couldn’t explain how I knew, but telling him that his mom’s death wasn’t his fault meant something to him because what I thought mattered. It’s why he told me and nobody else. My words carried a different weight for him, and I couldn’t for the life of me imagine why. Unless maybe I was for him what he’d become for me. A friend. Maybe even one of the closest he had.

I studied him in the light of the billboard. He studied me back.

“I think she would have really liked you,” he said quietly.

“And I would have thanked her for raising such a good human being,” I said.

Something flashed across his expression, but it was gone before I could tell what it was.

“I’m not good,” he said. “Believe me. I don’t always do the right thing.”

“But you always try.”

He breathed out like the praise took something from him. He looked so vulnerable sitting there. I had the strongest urge to hug him. To put my hand over his or climb into his lap and hold him.

I didn’t realize Mike hadn’t been there for him. And maybe that was my fault. Now that I was in Mike’s life, maybe I was taking space that otherwise might have gone to Chris.

Who comforted Chris when he needed it? Nobody.

And that broke my heart.

Something moved beyond the base of the billboard and disrupted the moment.

I turned and leaned forward to look out the windshield in the glow of the headlights.

There was an animal tangled in the blaze-orange plastic fencing lining the lot. I gasped and unbuckled my seat belt.

“What?” Chris asked.

“Something’s stuck in the fence,” I said, getting out. “I think it’s a baby deer.”
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CHRIS


Shit shit shit shit shit. I got out of the car and started jogging after Larissa.

“Hey, wait!”

She was already halfway to the fence. The little deer saw her and started bleating and struggling to break free.

My heart lurched.

“It’s okay,” she said gently, approaching the fence. “I’m gonna get you out.”

“Larissa, leave it.”

“Christopher, I am not abandoning this baby here,” she said, still walking.

I looked around nervously. The distress call was going to bring its mom. The mom was going to be aggressive.

“Help me get her out,” she said, crouching.

“I really don’t think we should touch it.”

She examined the fencing while the tiny animal wriggled. “Awwwww! It has the little spots.” She pivoted to look at me. “If you do not help me, you’re going to hell.”

“I think we might already be there.”

She laughed. “STOP. Go check your car. You have to have something in there to help get her out.”

I let out a breath. Then I went to the car to see if I had nail clippers.

Ten minutes later she was holding the fawn still while I made cuts in the plastic netting a fraction of an inch at a time. The fence was up against bushes so both our heads were in the leaves.

“We’re probably going to be covered in ticks,” I grumbled.

“Well, you’re just going to have to have someone check you,” she said. “Poor little thing. I wonder how long it’s been here. She’s so tiny, she’s probably only a few days old. What if Mom doesn’t come back for her?”

“Mom coming back is what I’m worried about.”

She looked at it softly. “We should probably take it to a wildlife rehabilitation center.”

“I’m not putting this thing in my car.”

She gave me a disapproving look. “You put Woofarine in your car. He was way dirtier.”

“This is a wild animal, Larissa.”

“So is Woofarine.”

I snorted.

“It’s our responsibility as the ones with opposable thumbs to rescue animals caught in man-made death traps,” she said.

“Would you rescue a skunk?” I asked, clipping.

She thought about it. “Maybe.”

“What about a snapping turtle.”

She eyed me.

“How about a raccoon sort of frothing at the mouth—”

“Okay, stop. This isn’t any of those things. This is a defenseless baby deer.”

Right as she said defenseless, I heard it. A sound that made the hairs stand on the back of my neck. Larissa heard it too—her head jerked up.

There, on the edge of the tree line, in the soft light of the Toilet King, was a single, angry, huffing female deer.

I felt the blood drain from my face.

Larissa swallowed. “She knows we’re helping her,” she said. “Just keep going.”

Not an option. I was frozen. Paralyzed with fear.

She looked at me. “Chris?”

“I can’t…”

She glanced at my shaking hand, then back up to my pale face, and she blinked at me. “Are you… are you really afraid of deer?”

“Yes, I told you,” I said.

“I thought you were kidding! Oh my God, Chris, I would have never made fun of you if I knew you were actually scared!”

I couldn’t even reply.

“Give me these,” she said, taking the clippers. “Go back to the car.”

“I’m not leaving you.”

“Please, it’s almost done. Just wait in the car.”

“No.”

She glanced at the mother. “Fine. We’ll be done in a second. You hold her.”

I held down the fawn while Larissa clipped in what felt like slow motion.

Beads of sweat started accumulating on my forehead.

“We’re almost there,” she said calmly. “Baby is quiet. Mom’s just watching.”

The deer huffed again, and my heart slammed into my rib cage.

“This is it,” I breathed. “I’m going to die at one o’clock in the morning next to a highway in front of a Toilet King billboard.”

“And in a shirt with Woofarine’s face on it.”

I laughed nervously, despite myself.

“Just a few more, then we can make a hole big enough to let her out,” she said. “There!”

She pulled back the plastic, I let go, and the animal was free.

It wobbled to its feet, its little tail tucked, and staggered away from us.

Larissa stood, and I got up feeling about as sturdy as the fawn we just saved.

“We did it!” She beamed.

“Great,” I managed. “Car.”

We started making our way back to my vehicle. I kept myself between her and the deer still standing rigid at the tree line. We were almost there—then it charged.

“Go!” I shouted. “Go go go!”

Larissa shrieked and bolted for the door. I stood my ground and stomped to give Larissa a chance at getting away. The doe pivoted and circled around to make another pass, white tail in the air. I grabbed a handful of dirt and pebbles off the ground and threw it like useless shrapnel. The deer jumped back a few feet, huffing.

I watch Larissa scramble into the front seat. As soon as she was safe, I made a run for it. I dove into the driver’s side and slammed the door, gasping for air.

Larissa looked over at me with a hand on her chest, wide-eyed.

We watched the baby wobble over to its mom, who nuzzled and licked it. The doe took one more evil look at us, and then they disappeared into the woods.

I collapsed against the steering wheel.

“Oh my God…” Larissa breathed, still panting. “Chris, that was—”

I started laughing. I couldn’t help it. It was one part relief and one part post-panic delirium.

She blinked at me from the passenger seat while I laughed so hard my stomach cramped. Then she started laughing too.

A half hour later we were at a twenty-four-hour diner.

“I think your girlfriend is going to be so impressed with what you’ve done here tonight,” she said, talking to me but looking at the menu.

“Which part? And what girlfriend?”

“Saving me from Bambi. Kendra Watson from third grade.”

I gave her an amused smirk.

“You were very brave,” she said. “You saved a baby deer and you’ve beaten the final deer boss.”

“You know, all we’ve done tonight is strengthen their numbers.”

She rolled her eyes. “If anything, this whole adventure discredits your deer theory,” she said.

I looked at her. “And how is that?”

She shrugged. “If they’re as smart and cunning as you say, why did they need us to get that fawn out of the fence?” she asked innocently.

“Unless it was a trap meant to lure us to our deaths,” I said. “And you ran right in.”

She gave me a playful gasp and I smiled.

The server came over and poured us coffee. Larissa still had leaves in her hair. Her flower clip was hanging by a few strands. The woman ignored that and the dog face on our clothes. “I’ll give you a minute,” she said, her tone bored, and she left.

I went back to the menu. “It was pretty cute,” I said under my breath.

Larissa lowered the corner of her menu. “I’m sorry, what?”

I raised my eyes to hers. “The baby deer was cute.”

She grinned. “And the mama deer was terrifying.”

“So you admit it.”

“I admit it. Deer are terrifying.”

I smiled at her.

“We need to stop having wildlife encounters,” she said.

“Woofarine would have chased that deer off.”

“Woofarine definitely would have chased that deer off. He would have come back dragging one of its body parts. Or as their leader.”

I grinned at the menu.

“I won’t tell Mike,” she said.

My eyes shot up. I immediately went to the semi-confession I’d made earlier in the car.

“That you’re scared of deer,” she said. “I don’t want him to make fun of you.”

I relaxed again.

I should have never said that. The part about me thinking she was pretty and the part about me wanting to drive her home that day. Why the heck did I mention it?

She thought I was a good person.

I wasn’t. Or maybe I was a good person who wanted something bad. Because I did.

I liked her in a way I shouldn’t. I don’t know at what point tonight I realized it—or came to terms with it—but I had.

I would never act on it. Ever. Nobody would ever know but me. I’d deal with it and hopefully with time, the feeling would go away.

Hopefully.

We ordered. We ate and laughed about the deer and Woofarine and then I paid and took her home. Walked her to her door because it was almost 3:00 a.m., and I thought about how she looked like an angel when the soft light of the porch lamp lit her beautiful face before she went inside. How the absence of her in the car felt like a void on the way home, how her perfume lingered where she’d sat. I had the strongest urge to text her good night. Make plans with her tomorrow.

I didn’t. I lay in bed instead, staring at the ceiling.

Tonight was by far the best date I’d ever been on. Every time I spent time alone with her, it was the best date I’d ever been on.

But this wasn’t a date. She could never be a date.

This was my best friend’s girlfriend.
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LARISSA


When i let myself in, Mom was sitting at the kitchen table counting her tips. Phil was asleep, thank God. I could hear him snoring all the way from here. Woofarine jumped up from the sofa when he saw me and hopped at my feet until I picked him up.

“Oh, hey, hon, you just getting in?” Mom said, starting a new pile for the fives. “Thought you were in your room, sleepin’.”

I plopped into the chair across from her and set my purse down on the floor.

“You have a good time with Mike?” she asked.

“Honestly, I barely saw him all night. I was with Chris.”

She paused over her stack.

“Mike got drunk and Chris gave me a ride home,” I explained.

“It’s three o’clock in the morning…”

“I know. He took me to do some secret shops and we went out to eat.”

I fiddled with a napkin on the table.

I felt her study me. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “No. Did you know Chris had a crush on me?” I said, looking at her.

She blinked at me.

“Well, no,” I corrected. “Not a crush. I shouldn’t call it that. That night I met Mike? He just sort of admitted that he’d wanted to drive me home. He told me he thinks I’m pretty.”

She straightened the fives and set them aside. “Your boyfriend’s best friend told you this?”

“It wasn’t like that. We were just talking, and it just sort of came out.”

“And how do you feel about it?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t honestly know.”

She bobbed her head. “Well, if you could go back and do that night again, knowing what you know, having spent all this time with both of them, which one you goin’ home with?”

“That doesn’t matter, Mom. I made a choice.”

“Just tell me. If you could go back and do it again, which one.”

I pressed my lips together.

She pulled out her cigarettes and tapped the box on her wrist. “The fact that you didn’t immediately say Mike tells me everything you need to know.”

“Mom…”

“I’m not sayin’ you need to do anything about it. In fact, I’m gonna say you shouldn’t. Not like you can unring that bell. Chris isn’t gonna touch you with a ten-foot pole, not with his best friend on the line.”

She pulled a cigarette from the box. “I do like him though. Would have been nice to know he was interested, back when it mattered. Those smart ones are never loud enough.”

She got up and went outside to smoke.

I stared at a charred spot on the table where Mom had set a hot pan down a few years ago. I’d meant to sand it out and restain it but I never got to it. I covered it with the vase of flowers that Mike gave Mom and got up and went to my room.

I liked Chris too. But she was right. Chris and I could never. Ever. Not that he wanted to, but hypothetically.

I’d made my choice—and I was happy with it. My relationship was fine. Yes, it had some minor issues. I wished Mike drank less sometimes, but to be fair I’d never asked him not to. I’m sure if I talked to him about it, he’d take it easier. He was a good man.

Still.

There was a part of me I didn’t want to acknowledge that wondered if I could go back, would I have picked differently?

I refused to think about it.

There was no point in dwelling on things impossible to change.
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CHRIS


I knocked quietly. i didn’t text her first, I didn’t want to wake her up. I was hoping for her mom. It was only ten thirty and Larissa was probably still asleep from last night, considering it was 3:00 a.m. when I got her home.

The chain raked across the door and Nancy peeked out. “Oh, hey, hon!” She threw the door open. “What’re you doing on this side of town? Come in, come in.”

“I’m just dropping something—”

“Get in here. You’re letting the flies in.”

She wrangled me inside and shut the door behind me.

“Larissa’s still asleep. I’ll get her.” She turned for the bedroom.

“No, don’t. I’m just dropping something off.”

She twisted to look at me. “You sure?”

“Yeah, definitely.”

She came back over and peeked into the bag I was holding. “Whatcha got?”

Then I heard a noise from the back of the apartment. My dog bolted from Larissa’s room and she came out behind him in her pajamas. “Oh. Chris,” she said, freezing in the hallway. She looked rumpled. Her hair was messy. “Are you picking up Woofarine? I thought it was my turn—”

“No, I got you something. It’s not a big deal. I just figured I should drop it off sooner than later. I didn’t mean to wake you up.”

“You didn’t wake me up.” She smiled. “You got me something? Let me brush my teeth, give me a minute.”

She went to the bathroom and I picked up my dog.

“Want some coffee?” Nancy asked, opening the cabinet for a mug.

I shook my head. “No, I’ve got coffee and breakfast in the car. I’m going to Mike’s next.”

“Larissa, coffee?” she yelled, pouring herself a cup.

“Yes, please.”

Woofarine wiggled in my arms, excited to see me and I scratched under his chin.

Larissa came out a minute later, padding down the hall.

“So what’d you get?” she asked, taking the mug her mom handed her.

“It’s not anything big,” I said, putting Woofarine down. I pulled out the contents of the bag and set it on the small kitchen table. “I stopped at the cake section in a craft store on the way over. I got you these.”

I set a stack of flattened white pastry boxes on the table with clear peephole windows in the top, three spools of ribbon in different colors, and some gift tags. “I watched a few videos last night about the graze boards we talked about, and they come in these nice boxes? I got you a few. You know, for prototypes.”

She looked at the things I set on the table. “You bought me all this?”

“I mean, you don’t have to use them. I just thought if you wanted to try it. They put these cardboard inserts in there so the box isn’t wobbly. I got ten of everything, a few different sizes so you can see what works. You tie it closed with the ribbon and then put the tag. You can change the ribbon for the seasons—you probably know that. You’re better at that stuff than I am…” I looked up at her. She’d gone silent.

“Chris, this is… this is so thoughtful.” Her eyes came up to mine.

“I just… want to help you,” I said.

We gazed at each other.

“Thank you.”

I didn’t want to keep looking at her, so I picked up our dog again and pretended I needed to pet him.

I wanted to bring her more. I wanted to get her breakfast and a latte. Actually, I wanted to take her out to eat. Sit somewhere in a booth across from her, stay too long. One of the books we liked came out in theaters last week and I wanted to take her to the movie too.

But there was a fine line between what I could do for her and what I should do for her.

And this is where it was drawn.

I watched her looking everything over.

I couldn’t stop thinking about last night. About what she said about me taking her home.

Was the margin really that small? If I’d just smiled more that day, been more assertive. Been less sad. Maybe she would have gotten in my car instead of his.

And would it have mattered?

Maybe she’d still be with Mike no matter who she went home with that night.

But I think what was bothering me was that I knew she wouldn’t.

Larissa and I had too much in common. We got along too well. I think I would have asked her out. I think she would have said yes. And I can’t imagine that date would have gone any other way than the right one.

That’s not to say I believed she had any feelings toward me now. She didn’t, we were friends. I just think it could have gone differently.

But it didn’t.

I shoved the thoughts from my mind.

“Chris?”

I looked at her.

“What’s your mom’s name?” she asked.

“Julia. Why?”

“I forgot to ask,” she said, looking back at the boxes. “Thank you for this. Again.”

I smiled. Then I said goodbye and drove to Mike’s.

He didn’t answer when I knocked. I was holding coffees and a bag of food and I had to set it all down on the step to get the spare key out of the planter and let myself in.

“Mike?”

No answer.

I hadn’t heard from him since the party last night. He wasn’t answering my calls or texts, which didn’t surprise me. Jesse messaged after they dropped him off and said he was throwing up but coherent enough to be left alone. He was probably sleeping it off.

I put the food on the bar counter and looked around. His wet clothes from last night were in a pile in the middle of the kitchen.

I picked them up and set them outside on the front step to take over to Donna’s to be washed and went to knock on his bedroom door.

“Mike…”

When he didn’t answer, I went in and flicked on the light.

He groaned, a blanket-covered lump in the bed.

“I’m here to check on you.”

“Fuuuuck,” he moaned, raising his head to squint at me. “What time is it?”

“Eleven.”

“Shit,” he muttered.

I crossed my arms and leaned in the doorway. “You didn’t answer your phone.”

“I think I broke it,” he said, rubbing his eyes. He looked around groggily. “Can you text Larissa for me? I don’t want her to come over.”

I let out a breath. “Sure. I brought food.”

“Can you get me a water?”

I went back out to the kitchen and filled his water bottle. I grabbed a few Motrin too. When I came back, he was poking at his shattered screen. He gave up and tossed it on the bed and leaned forward with his head in his hands.

“Here,” I said, setting the water and the pills on the nightstand.

“How much did she see?” he asked, his voice low.

“None of it? Jesse and Becca took you home. I drove Larissa.”

He nodded. “Thanks.”

“What happened?” I asked. “I thought you weren’t drinking.”

“I don’t know.” He breathed out heavily, then scooted up and took the pills, wincing.

“You know you shouldn’t drink like that with the medication you’re on—”

“Now you tell me.”

I stood there, studying him. “This is the third time you’ve left her hanging like that.”

He squinted up at me.

“She was hungry,” I said. “You were supposed to take her to eat. You were her ride home.”

“Did she get something?” he asked.

“Yeah, she did. You left her at the park, and you bailed on her mom’s surgery—”

“Fuck, dude, what do you want from me?” he said, his tone clipped.

“I want you to be better,” I snapped.

He blinked at me.

I wiped a hand down my mouth. “I don’t know how to say this to you gently, so I’m just going to say it. You are going to lose her if you don’t get your shit together.”

“Did she say something?”

“No. But I know her. The only reason you still have a girlfriend this morning is because she didn’t see the shit you did last night.”

He stared at me with bloodshot eyes.

“She deserves better than this,” I said.

“It was a party. I just didn’t know the empty stomach/Prozac thing was gonna double it and pass it on. Trust me, it won’t happen again—”

“Good. Because she needs stability.”

“How do you know what she needs?”

“Because I fucking talk to her? Because I know what she grew up with? Because I see how she lives? She will leave. Do you hear me? And you won’t get a second chance.”

And then what was the point?

One of us got a shot. Only one. And if he blew it? This was the guy. This was the champion, this was who she picked. He had to make it work because if he didn’t…

I couldn’t even think about it. If he wasted this…

And the worst part of all was he’d never get over it. He wouldn’t move on and find someone else. There would never be a time where maybe I could…

She’d be the one who got away for the rest of his life. Because if it were me, I’d feel the same way.

Maybe I already did.

He breathed out through his nose and we both stayed there in the silence.

“Mike, if you need help, I can help you get it,” I said.

“I don’t need help, dude. I just need to make better choices. And I will.”

He scrubbed his hands over his face.

I peered around his neat room. He had the reality show book Larissa and I had read on the nightstand. He was halfway done.

Mike didn’t read.

He was trying. I could see that he was making an effort. I knew that he loved her, but he had to figure out whatever he was dealing with.

It occurred to me that the only time Mike ever let Larissa down was when he was drinking. When he was sober, he was great. Dependable, thoughtful.

But with the drinking? He was going to lose her to this.

And maybe he should.

I hated to think it, but maybe he wasn’t in a place to be in a relationship. He needed to work his shit out before he could be a good partner to someone.

“Thanks for taking her home,” he said, not looking at me. “Was she pissed?”

“No. I took her to go do secret shops,” I said.

“Thanks. She’s been trying to make extra money.”

“I know. She told me.”

He glanced at me. “I appreciate you covering for me.”

“Yeah.”

“I like that she likes you,” he said.

I scoffed internally.

“It’s important to me,” he said.

“It’s important to me too.”

“I’m serious about her. I could see myself marrying her.”

I had to look away. The idea of him marrying her made my stomach knot.

I’d be the best man. I’d have to act happy when they told me. I’d have to help. I’d throw the bachelor party. Mike would get wasted, and I’d get him home. I’d be texting Larissa letting her know Mike was sleeping and he was okay. I’d be the one making sure the food at the rehearsal dinner was safe. I’d be the one telling Mike what gift to get her before the wedding, where to take her for the honeymoon.

I pictured Woofarine as the ring bearer. Our dog, running down the aisle carrying a little pillow. Would he take it to Larissa? Or would he take it to me, standing next to the groom? Would there be an awkward moment when I’d have to hand it to my friend and the guests would chuckle and I’d have to act like it was funny when there would be absolutely nothing funny about it.

He got up. “I’m getting in the shower.” He reached out and squeezed my neck. “Thanks.”

I couldn’t even look at him.

We didn’t talk about it again. I took him to replace his screen, dropped him off. And prayed to God if they got married, it happened long after I stopped caring if they did.
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LARISSA


Lexi wiped around the coffee station. “It wasn’t my finest moment, but sometimes you just gotta do it for the plot, you know?”

She’d hooked up with one of the cooks.

The restaurant was closed and we were doing our side work. It was November. The café was decorated with autumn leaves, but soft snowflakes were coming down outside.

I shook my head. “It’s going to be weird working with him now.”

“How?”

“You’ve seen him naked?” I said.

“So? He gets me my rush orders faster.”

I choked on a laugh.

“What happened with the guy who came in last week?” I asked. “I thought you were texting him,” I said, still smiling.

“The finance bro? Hard pass. He sent me a black-and-white dick pic.”

I paused with a syrup bottle in my hand. “Black and white?”

“Yeah. Super stylized, like an engagement shoot, only with a penis? He used portrait mode.”

I burst out laughing.

“Male audacity is at an all-time high,” she said. “I’m in the trenches out here—you have no idea.”

“God, I’m so glad I’m not on the dating apps.”

“What a time to be alive.”

She tossed the rag in the sanitizer bucket and went to collect sugar caddies, and I stopped and looked at my phone. Chris sent me a picture of Woofarine. I smiled.

Last week he’d sent one with him in it too.

I didn’t save it to my camera roll like I usually did when I got Woofarine pictures because it felt weird saving a picture of my boyfriend’s best friend. But I kept going back to the text thread to look at it. It was getting farther and farther up the feed as more messages between us came in. It would be easier to save it, put it in a folder where I could find it.

I didn’t. Because I shouldn’t want to find it. I don’t know why I did.

I hadn’t seen him much lately. We’d both been busy, me more than him.

I’d started the graze board gig right after the engagement party three months ago and it was taking up all my spare time. I hadn’t had time to read, so we weren’t sharing books right now either. And I wasn’t taking Woofarine as much as usual because Donna made a comment about him being in the guesthouse. I couldn’t have him at home because Phil didn’t like dogs. He’d swatted Woofarine off the sofa a couple of months ago and Woofarine bit him. After that I let Chris keep him most of the time. I felt bad. I’d agreed to co-parent with him and I wasn’t. I still came after work to walk him when Chris was on shift, but Chris wasn’t there when I did, so I didn’t see him.

I missed seeing him. I missed it a lot.

Next month we were all going to the cabin again for Christmas and staying until New Year’s Day. Mike was driving up early like last time, and I was getting a ride with Chris again because I had to work. I was more excited about that than the trip itself. I wanted to catch up with him, see what he’d been up to.

I was nervous about the rest.

I did talk to Mike about the drinking thing, like Chris said I should. Mike was apologetic, he owned it, and since then he hadn’t been drinking at all. But he would at the cabin, and I was worried I’d leave there feeling like I had last time.

Things with Mike were good, everything was okay. I’d even told him I loved him finally—and I did. It just felt fragile for some reason, like any little thing could change my mind about it.

I was always on the fence with Mike. I was lukewarm about us, all the time.

We never fought, we never disagreed on anything. He was thoughtful and good to me. But I wasn’t feral for him. Lexi was right.

At first that didn’t bother me. Mutual respect, having fun with each other—these things were more important.

But could I see us together in the long run? I was no closer to knowing that than I was three months ago. And it was beginning to matter more than ever, because I was about to make a huge decision about our relationship that would be very hard to undo.

I glanced up at the clock. Donna wasn’t back from the store yet. I had a question, and I’d promised myself today would be the day I finally asked it. I was so worried about what she might say that I didn’t even tell Mike.

“Hey, you still doing that secret shopper thing?” Lexi called from the dining room.

“No.”

She came around the corner with her sugar tray. “Why?”

“It was just too much wear and tear on my car. It defeated the purpose,” I said, wiping a hot sauce bottle.

“Wasn’t Chris driving you around for that?”

“He only took me once.”

“So Mike started taking you?”

I shook my head. “It’s too much gas for his truck.”

She rolled her eyes. “Why do these men who don’t need trucks buy trucks?”

“He does need it. For the plumbing job.”

“The plumbing job? The one he doesn’t actually do?”

“He does it,” I said defensively.

“Oh yeah? When?” She cocked her head.

“I don’t know, all the time. He did that one thing at Mall of America, and he was working for Tony a ton in the spring…” I trailed off when I realized that was over six months ago and Mike hadn’t worked for Tony since. “Well who cares if he does it?” I said. “He’s going to, when Tony retires.”

“I don’t think so,” she said, jamming Sweet’N Low into her caddy. “I heard Janessa say he doesn’t want it.”

I paused to look at her. “What do you mean?”

“Mike doesn’t want it. She said her dad’s leaving it to his business partner.”

“Are… are you sure?”

“I mean, that’s what she said.”

I shifted uncomfortably. “Okay. Maybe he just wants to work there and not own it. Owning a business is hard.”

She gave me a look. “Girl, he doesn’t want to work there either. He doesn’t work there. You are dating a personal trainer—with a part-time job—and a giant fucking truck that he doesn’t need.”

I stared at her.

“How did you not know this?” she asked. “I mean, what do you guys talk about?”

“I don’t know, lots of stuff…”

“Clearly not enough,” she mumbled.

I chewed on my lip. Mike was a little elusive sometimes. I’d ask him questions and he’d just make a joke or change the subject. And honestly, by the time I got off work and did all my side jobs and got over there, I was too tired to try to drag things out of him when he clearly didn’t want to talk about something. It never occurred to me that he wasn’t telling me anything important though.

The back door opened and Donna and Janessa came in with groceries.

“Hey,” Lexi and I said at the same time.

“Hello,” Donna said tightly. She set the bags down on the stainless-steel counter we were working on. “Can you two put this away? And then I need someone to clean the ice maker before you go home.”

“I can stay,” I said.

“Good. Thanks,” she said, not making eye contact with me.

I took a deep breath and pulled up the courage I’d been trying to gather all week. “Also, I was wondering if I could ask a favor.”

Donna looked at her watch. “What?”

I licked my lips. “I’ve been making these graze boxes. Like the one I brought to Tony’s birthday last month? And I’ve been getting a lot of orders and I don’t really have the counter space at home and I was wondering if I could use the kitchen—after we’re closed, of course. I’d clean up everything. You wouldn’t even know I was here.”

She looked at me, bored. “And I suppose you’ll need the fridge as well?”

“Just for one night. I’d deliver them all the next day. Or if you’re okay with it, they can come in and get them. They’d probably buy things while they’re here. Pastries or they might sit and eat. I’ve got a business page. It has a lot of followers. It could be good for the café too.”

I tried not to fidget.

Please.

There was no way I could keep making the graze boxes from home—mine or Mike’s. We didn’t have the room. And I was actually making money on them. It was sort of taking off and it was the only side job I didn’t hate.

Donna looked at me down her nose like she knew what this meant to me and she might say no just because of that. I couldn’t figure out why she didn’t like me.

“Fine,” she said, like she was saying it against her will. “I’ll get you an alarm code.”

I let out a relieved breath. “Thank you!”

She mumbled something that sounded like a You’re welcome and they left. Janessa never even said hello.

Lexi rolled her eyes at the door. “They’re such bitches.”

I gasped. “Shhhh! Don’t say that in here,” I whispered.

“Why? If they fire me, they might actually have to work, and we know how much those two hate that.”

No, they didn’t work a lot. Janessa was a manager, but she spent most of her time in the office doing I didn’t really know what. Donna hardly ever came in. I mean, it was her business, she could run it however she wanted, but still.

“I don’t think Donna likes me,” I said quietly.

“Uh, she doesn’t. She has that weird parasitic relationship with her son where she feels the need to compete with you for his attention.”

I made a face. “You think so?”

“Nobody is good enough for her baby,” she said sarcastically. “If you marry him, that shit’s gonna be a fucking nightmare. She’ll wear a white dress on your wedding day, I’d bet a thousand bucks on it.” She wiped ketchup off a sugar jar. “So the meat board thing’s going good, huh?”

I shrugged over my side work. “I didn’t really think it would take off, but people like them. It’s not seasonal like the snackle boxes. They make good gifts.”

“How much are you charging?” she asked, tossing the rag back into the sanitizer.

I opened my phone and went to my price sheet and showed it to her. She looked it over.

“I think you can go up by at least ten bucks a box,” she said. “Twenty on the big ones. And if you buy in bulk, you’ll get better prices. Do you belong to a wholesale club or anything?”

I put my phone away. “I can’t afford the membership.”

“It’s expensive being poor,” she mumbled. “So, when were you going to tell me?”

“Tell you what?”

“That you’re moving in with Mike,” she said.

I paused to look at her. “How did you know?”

“Donna and Janessa were talking about it.”

I drew in a slow breath. “It’s not a big deal. My mom is moving to South Dakota with her boyfriend.”

“They didn’t ask you to come?”

“They did. I’d rather sleep in my car.”

She cocked an eyebrow. “It’s that bad?”

“You have no idea. He’s dirty, lazy. I can’t even sit in my own living room when he’s there. Honestly them leaving is the best thing that could have happened. It’s forcing me to make decisions that I should have made a while ago.”

“Moving in with Mike though? You don’t want your own pad?”

I laughed dryly. “My credit is so bad I couldn’t even get places to reply to my applications. If I live with Mike, I won’t have to pay rent. I can finally start making a dent in these bills, get ahead for once, or take an actual day off where I don’t have to worry about financially drowning while I’m gone. Plus, he’s been asking me to. He really wants it—it just makes sense at this point.”

“If my sister didn’t need me to help her, I’d have moved in with you in a second. So, how’s the saving-up thing going?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Good. I got the credit card companies to waive half the debt.”

She brightened. “You did?”

“Yeah. Now I only owe fifteen thousand.” I rolled my eyes.

They were going to go after Dad for the rest. I was actually chipping away at the debt now. In six months if I kept up the graze boards at the rate I was, I could pay them off. I’d also gotten the ding against my credit removed, so I was recovering that now too. I could be in a totally different place in half a year. Literally.

“When are you moving in?” she asked.

“Right before Christmas.”

She pressed her lips together. “This is either going to be really good or really bad.”

“His place is a million times better than the one I’m in. His mom has a gym and a pool. The neighborhood is nice.”

“Yeah, but you gotta live next to Donna and Janessa.” She made a face. “I don’t know, girl.”

“We’ve been together nine months, Lexi. I’m sleeping at his place half the week. It’s not even going to be that much different. He’s been begging me to move in for a while. And I didn’t tell you because I don’t need the lecture. We both know how you feel about me and Mike.”

“Okay,” she muttered. “Fair.”

She dropped it and I went back to my side work. But what she said earlier niggled at me.

If Mike wasn’t going to be a plumber, what was he going to do? Because if things worked out between us, if moving in together pushed our relationship to where I hoped it did, we’d eventually get married. Have kids. And I was not doing that in the house in Donna’s yard.

I wanted independence. I wanted a partner who wanted that too.

It was one thing to lean on family while you got your legs under you, while you saved, or paid off bills, or went to school—or waited to take over the family business that you said you were going to take over. But if Mike wasn’t doing any of those things, then what was he doing? Just… living at his mom’s? At thirty years old? Working fifteen hours a week?

I didn’t like this. At all. It reminded me too much of Dad. The way he was always barely employed, Mom having to be the breadwinner and us always struggling.

And there was another thing.

It wasn’t just Lexi I didn’t tell about moving in with Mike. I also hadn’t told Chris.

Part of my reasoning was I figured Mike would tell him, and I hadn’t seen Chris much lately. But it was more than that.

Talking about Mike with Chris just felt… wrong. I couldn’t explain it. It just did. We never talked about Mike. Ever. Maybe because they were best friends and I felt like Chris wouldn’t like to know something he might feel like he had to tell him? Or maybe I wanted to respect Mike’s privacy and not talk about him to the person who’s closest to him. Let him tell his best friend his own stuff, when he felt like it. I just didn’t want to put Chris in a position. He probably didn’t want to put me in a position. We just wanted to keep our friendship compartmentalized. That’s all.

But it didn’t feel like that was all.

If I was being really honest with myself, I didn’t tell Chris for the same reason I didn’t tell Lexi. Because he’d be disappointed by it—which was absolutely ridiculous.

Why would Chris be disappointed if I moved in with my boyfriend, his best friend? He would be happy for us. Mike’s place was closer to his, so it would be easier to swap Woofarine. Chris would come over all the time—it was going to be amazing.

But I couldn’t shake the feeling I was doing something wrong. Making the wrong choice. I don’t know why. And I hadn’t told Lexi because I didn’t want her chiming in and reinforcing the uncertainty I was already grappling with.

If living with Mike didn’t work, I could find somewhere else. Moving in was the next step in our relationship, it made sense.

So why when I think of living with Mike do I only think of Chris?
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CHRIS


I lay in bed staring at the ceiling. It was 3:03 in the morning. I woke up a half hour ago and couldn’t go back to sleep. This time it wasn’t nightmares.

Winter had started early this year. It had snowed half a dozen times already and last night we got dumped on again. Six inches of heavy, wet snow. Larissa’s building didn’t have covered parking, and her car was probably buried.

Each time this had happened over the last four weeks, I went through the same thought process: Mike will dig her out. I don’t have to worry about it. It’s not my problem, it’s not my job. He’ll remember this time.

Only he never did.

The first time she mentioned that she’d had to shovel out her car, I thought it was a one-off. I teased Mike about it the next day, hoping he’d get the hint. That night we got three more inches, and he didn’t go then either.

It takes her an hour to dig herself out before work, and she has to do it at five o’clock in the morning in the pitch black. Larissa’s neighborhood isn’t that great. He should be picking her up and driving her to work in the truck. It’s safer than her car until the roads get plowed. He should bring her coffee. She liked those sugar cookie lattes they had this time of year. Then after he dropped her off, he should go dig out her car. That’s what I would have done.

He’d probably do that today. We’d gotten too much snow for him to forget again—at least half a foot. Maybe the other times it wasn’t enough for him to make the trip across town?

He’s going to come. I should go back to sleep.

I couldn’t go back to sleep.

Maybe I should text him and remind him that his girlfriend’s car needs to be cleared off?

Great. And then I could explain why I’m up at 3:00 in the morning thinking about his girlfriend’s car. Perfect.

I could send a Damn, we got dumped on text to the group chat and hope he sees it. Wake everyone else up but Mike because never in the history of my best friend has a text or call actually woken him. He could sleep through a tornado siren.

I stared out into the darkness. Fuck.

I flung off the blankets and went to put on snow pants.

I’d just drive by and hopefully I’d see Mike already out there shoveling, and he wouldn’t see me and then I’d just keep driving and come home and go back to bed.

If he wasn’t out there, I’d just do it myself really quick. It was the right thing to do, she didn’t need to be standing in a snowdrift before the sun came up shoveling half a ton of snow.

Nobody needed to know it was me. In fact, she’d probably think it was Mike, which frankly was fine. At least I wouldn’t have to explain it.

When I got to Larissa’s building, Mike wasn’t there.

I started shoveling.

I got madder the longer it took.

Not because I had to do it—I didn’t care about that—but because he shouldn’t be okay with her doing this herself. Larissa was a capable woman, she could dig out a car. But why the fuck should she have to? What was he doing to make sure her life was easier? Or safer? Why didn’t this bother him?

It wasn’t my job to worry about her. It was his job. And this is how he did it. I don’t know why he kept missing the broad strokes, and I was starting to not care what his problem was.

I didn’t want to judge my best friend or feel resentful toward him, but I was. I wanted him to be good enough for her. I wanted him to be here shoveling out her car. I wanted him to step up and he just fucking wasn’t. I tried to guide him to make the right choices, help him to do what was best for her, remind him, make suggestions—do it myself and let him take credit. Because at the end of the day all that really mattered was that Larissa was happy, and safe, and that things were a little easier for her. But it was making me hate him.

I kept thinking Mike was going to come up behind me. I heard phantom crunching and I’d whip around to see nobody. I guess that was for the best at this point because I had no idea what I would say if he caught me doing this. I had no idea what I’d say if she caught me doing this. My adrenaline was spiked the whole time and not because of how exhausting it was.

I cleaned off the car, scraped the ice off her windshield, shoveled a path from her front door to her parking space. I wished I had her keys so I could warm it up for her.

I finished at four thirty, went home, tried to go back to sleep, and couldn’t. I told myself it was the exercise, but really I knew what the problem was.

I didn’t want Becca out in the weather at 5:00 in the morning either, but I wouldn’t have done the same for her. It was different with Larissa, and I didn’t even want to admit why.

The way I felt about her wasn’t getting better like I’d hoped it would.

I hadn’t seen her in a month. Partly because she was busy, but also because I was making it a point not to be around.

Some self-preservation instinct told me I needed to put space between us because the more time I spent with her, the shittier I felt. Except not seeing her at all felt even worse.

I hadn’t seen Mike either.

She’d been staying at his place and I couldn’t bring myself to go over there. It was too exhausting.

When I met Mike at the gym, all he wanted to do was talk about her and I didn’t want to hear it. So I made excuses, I didn’t return texts, I bailed on Jesse’s Halloween party because she was going to be there with Mike.

And I missed her. I thought about her, all the time.

I wondered if I’d have these feelings if Mike was doing the things he should be doing. Maybe I wouldn’t feel so protective of her if I didn’t have to be. Maybe I’d think of her less if I didn’t have to take care of her when no one was looking.

But even as I thought it, I knew it didn’t matter. Because deep inside I knew that if the worry was gone, the thing underneath it would still be there. The thing that caused the worry would still exist. And it would be even harder for me to pretend it wasn’t what it was.

I wanted to take care of her. Help her. Make her happy.

And I wanted to do it, no matter what it would do to me.
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LARISSA


Mike carried a box out to his truck, and Mom watched him go while she stood in her robe in my bedroom doorway. I was starting to move things to his place today. I wasn’t leaving the apartment for another two weeks, but I wanted to pack up what I could in advance so moving day would be easier. I was breaking down my bookshelves and boxing up my summer clothes.

“You know, you could come with us,” Mom said, watching me stack paperbacks.

“I know. I appreciate you asking me. It’s just going to be better for everyone if I stay here,” I said.

“I’m gonna miss having you around,” she said.

“Come visit us.”

“Mike does have that fancy hot tub,” she said, wrapping her robe tighter around her. “Might make the trip.”

“Where’s Phil today?” I asked, pulling down another stack of books. “He’s usually on the sofa by now.”

There was a pause. “Phil got a DWI last night.”

I stopped to stare at her.

“It’s his third one. I didn’t bail him out. He shoulda known better.”

“Mom…”

“I know, I know. You told me.” She sighed.

“And you’re still moving with him?”

“It was my fault. I was supposed to pick him up, and Gary kept me over.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “Aren’t you tired, Mom?”

“Well I’m not happy about it. He’s gonna lose his license this time though. He’ll learn his lesson. Sometimes they gotta hit rock bottom.”

I shook my head and stared at the cover of the book on the top of my stack. And when would Mom hit her rock bottom? How many of these men would it take?

I was glad I was leaving. I was glad I had the choice to leave. I felt like I was outrunning a flood.

“Mom…” I looked at her. “Being alone is hard, but so is hating your life because you’re not.”

She held my gaze, but she didn’t get to reply. Mike came back in. “This one?” he asked, nodding at a box.

“Yeah.”

He picked it up effortlessly and floated it out.

Mom watched him go. Then she leaned in. “You’re happy, right?” she whispered.

“Yes.” I sniffed. “Why?”

“I don’t know. I just worry. What does Chris think about you two moving in?”

“Nothing? Why would he think something?”

“I just think about what you said that night,” she whispered. “About him maybe having a crush on you.”

“I did not say that,” I said, my voice low. “I mean, I did but I clarified. We are friends. There’s nothing going on there. And anyway, I didn’t tell him yet.”

“You didn’t tell him? The man doesn’t know you’re moving?”

“I haven’t seen him.”

Mike came back in and we dropped it.

“Hey, do you know anyone with a wholesale club membership?” I asked him.

“My mom,” he said, picking up another box.

“Oh, I don’t want to ask your mom,” I said.

He stopped in the doorway. “Why not?”

“Because she’s already doing too much for me,” I said, not wanting to tell him the real reason. “And they don’t let you borrow cards anymore. You have to be the account holder or on the account to use it and I don’t want her to have to go shopping with me when I need to go.”

“Ah. I’ll ask the guys. Maybe one of them has one.”

“Thanks. Oh, and thank you for clearing the snow off my car today.”

He looked confused. “Huh?”

“My car. You cleared the snow?”

“I didn’t clear the snow off your car, babe.”

“Well if you didn’t do it, who did?”

We all stood there, looking at one another.

“Maybe someone cleaned it off on accident?” Mom said. “You know how it is, can’t tell whose car it is till you get down to it.”

“But they shoveled the path to our front door,” I said, looking at her. “They knew it was mine.”

“Delta maybe?” Mom said.

“That homeless dude?” Mike asked.

I shook my head. “I haven’t seen him in weeks. I think he’s at the shelter for the winter.”

“Well, he must have come down here just for you,” Mom said.

“In six inches of heavy wet snow?” I said. “With the leg thing he has?” I looked between them. “This is seriously creepy. Who would do this?”

“Maybe you have a secret admirer,” Mike teased.

“Mike, this isn’t funny,” I said. “Whoever did it was out there at like, four in the morning. What if someone’s stalking me? I don’t want some weird stranger touching my car.”

“You can always move in with me sooner,” Mike said, winking at Mom. “I’ll keep you safe.”

This did not make me feel better.

I knew what it took to clear that kind of snow. Whoever did it was out there for at least an hour. An hour. I’d gone out there myself at 5:00 a.m., braced for the cardio, only to find it had already been done. Who wouldn’t take credit for that? Let me know they did it?

Mike watched me chew on my lip.

“Babe, it’s fine. Probably a neighbor or something, some guy trying to do something nice. I would have done it myself, but I had a migraine this morning. I’ll get it next time. No more creepy dude touching your car, okay?”

I nodded, but I was still disturbed.

He kissed my forehead and went back out to the truck with the box he had.

Mom leaned out into the hall to watch him go. Then she turned back to me. “It was Chris,” she said, so quiet she mouthed the last word.

I blinked at her. “What?”

“Chris!”

“Chris… Why would he do that?”

She gave me an Are you kidding me? look.

“He didn’t say anything,” I whispered.

“What’s he gonna tell you? ‘I cleaned off your car because your boyfriend doesn’t do it’? He’s not gonna say nothing about that, believe me.”

I let a small breath out through my nose. No, Mike didn’t usually clean off my car. But he lived halfway across town and I had to be on the road early to make it to work. I didn’t expect him to wake up at four in the morning to get snow off my car.

But someone did. Chris?

And even as I tried to convince myself it wasn’t, I knew it was true.

I’d mentioned having to dig out my car to him before. He knew where I lived, he knew Mike wasn’t going to do it.

So he did it?

Something tugged in my chest. I had to put a hand over it.

It was him.

And he didn’t even tell me. We’d already texted today about Woofarine, and he didn’t mention one word. I hadn’t even seen him in a month and he came over here to do this? For me?

Why?

I sat back on my heels.

He was out there, in ten-degree weather—a few feet from where I was on the other side of the wall, sleeping—clearing off my car at some ungodly hour. Taking the extra fifteen minutes to shovel the walkway and the front step.

I couldn’t stop thinking about it the whole morning.

Every time my phone pinged, I expected a message from him going, “Hey, forgot to tell you I cleaned off your car.”

But the text never came.

Mike took the boxes I gave him and went home. He had work later.

I vacuumed up the dust from all the moved books. Took a shower. And I felt bothered the whole time. About the snow thing and something else.

I still hadn’t talked to Mike yet about what Lexi said yesterday. Him not working for Tony wasn’t going to change the fact I’d be moving in with him in two weeks. The move was already in motion and I had no other options. Mike’s job wasn’t a deal-breaker. I’m sure he had a plan. He had to have a plan. Maybe he wanted a different kind of career and it was something I could help him with? We could help each other?

But what if he didn’t have a plan? What then?

I shook it off.

This was just nerves. This was normal before a big change like the one I was making. I’m sure everyone moving in with their partner has some kind of last-minute doubts.

I circled back to the other thing bothering me. Chris cleaning off my car at four o’clock in the morning and not telling me.

It made me wonder what else he wasn’t taking credit for.
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CHRIS


I was behind the counter filling scripts with my pharmacy tech, Waylon.

“Hey, Heather came in again asking for you,” he said.

“Hmm,” I said dismissively.

He glanced at me. “She’s hot, man. What’s your problem?”

“I don’t know. I just don’t feel like dating right now,” I mumbled.

It wasn’t a lie. The idea just didn’t appeal to me.

I didn’t want to look at that too closely.

Waylon shook his head. “She’s a doctor, dude. Smart, beautiful. What else you doing?”

Waking up at three o’clock in the morning to clear snow off my best friend’s girlfriend’s car?

“Hey.”

My head shot up at the voice. Larissa was standing on the other side of the counter.

I was hit by a ton of bricks. Completely pummeled by the unexpected sight of her.

“What are you doing here?” I asked.

“Filling delivery orders.” She nodded over her shoulder. “I have one at the grocery store in a bit.” She beamed at me. “What are you doing back there?” she asked, peering over the counter.

“Counting blood pressure pills.”

“Wow. You are a drug dealer.”

I huffed a dry laugh.

Little dimple. Beautiful.

Then we just looked at each other. Or maybe it was me looking at her.

I didn’t know how to act without warning and time to prepare. I could maintain my facade in the places we usually met. My house, her apartment. But I didn’t have that armor at work. I hadn’t practiced it here. And I didn’t know what to think about how much I liked that she’d come here and come in to find me, or how good it was to see her.

“I brought you something,” she said. She put a white paper bag on the counter. “You don’t have to open it now. Unless you want to.”

“I have time,” I said, pulling it in front of me.

The bag had a frame in it wrapped in butcher paper. I worked the tape off and peeled the paper back and sucked in a shocked breath.

It was a paper quilling. Flowers and vines around the name Julia.

Mom’s name.

It was beautiful. It made a lump bolt to my throat. “Thank you,” I breathed, peering at it.

It must have taken her days to do this. Weeks even. It was so intricate.

“I thought you’d want something to help remember her,” she said.

I couldn’t even speak. It wasn’t so much that it was for Mom. It was that she’d taken the time to do this for me when time was something that Larissa never had.

Time for her was money. This was a bill she could have paid. Coins for the laundromat, extra delivery orders so she could close the gap on the credit cards.

Instead she’d done this.

I was so moved, I didn’t know what to say.

I think she could see me struggling. “Here, let me wrap it back up for you,” she said gently.

She took it from my hands.

I had to compose myself.

“Hey, I don’t know if Mike asked you yet,” she said, taping the frame closed again. “But do you have a wholesale club card?”

I cleared my throat. “Yeah. Why?”

“I need to start shopping in bulk, but I can’t afford the membership yet. Do you think I could go with you on your next trip?” she asked.

“I… Sure. When do you need to go?”

“As soon as you can,” she said. “The graze board thing has been really busy. I’ve been buying everything at the grocery store, and it adds up. Also, I was hoping you and I could talk for a bit.”

“About what?”

“Just stuff. Catching up. I haven’t seen you much.” She peered at me. “So?” she said. “Can you?”

“Um… yeah, I can go today,” I said. “I get off in an hour.”

She lit up. “Really?”

“Sure.”

“Okay. I’ll go do my grocery order and meet you here?”

“Let’s drive separately,” I said. “That way you can leave from there.”

She nodded. “Right. Good idea. See you in a bit.” She turned for the front of the store.

“Larissa…”

She stopped and looked back at me.

“Thank you,” I said. “I love it.”

She smiled and something about it made me feel like I couldn’t breathe.

“You’re welcome.”

I watched her leave. Then I turned to Waylon. “Hey, I need to make a phone call.”

I went to the back corner and called Mike.

“Sup.”

“Hey,” I said, my voice low. “Larissa was just here. She wants to go shopping.”

“Oh yeah, I was gonna ask you. Thanks, man.”

“Do you want to meet us there?”

He chuckled. “Why the heck would I meet you there?”

Because I don’t feel right being alone with her? Because I don’t want to unpack what that even means that I feel like that?

“I don’t know,” I said. “To help her get it all home?”

“Nah, can you cover for me? I’ve got clients until eight.”

I dragged a hand through my hair.

“I appreciate you taking her,” he said.

“You should get her a membership,” I said.

“Can’t, need to tighten the spending. Saving up for a wedding ring now that she’s moving in.”

I froze. “She’s… moving in?”

“Aw, shit, I didn’t tell you, huh? Man, where you been? Yeah, we finally pulled the trigger.”

My mouth went dry. “When did you guys decide this?”

I pictured a shrug.

“I don’t know. Couple of weeks ago?”

A couple of weeks? She didn’t tell me.

I felt blindsided, and I didn’t even know why. It wasn’t my business. They’d been together almost a year. No fighting, no reason to break up—why would it surprise me that they were moving in together? Right? It was the next step. The logical solution.

So why did I feel like I was going to be sick?

He talked to someone in the background. “Hey, I gotta go. My four o’clock is here. Thanks for the shopping thing.”

And he hung up.

I stood there, holding my phone until the screen went black.

Why did I hate this so much? I wanted Mike to get her out of that damn apartment. The neighborhood was dangerous, the place was musty, and God only knew what was coming through the vents. She hated Phil. Her moving was a good thing—so why did it feel so bad? Why did it put a pit in the bottom of my stomach? Make my knees feel like they were going to give out, like my fucking world was ending?

But I knew why.

I didn’t want to admit it, not even to myself, but I knew why.

It was the reason I left my ringer on at night in case she needed me. The reason I loved the way Woofarine’s fur smelled after she had him. It was why I didn’t date. Because of her. Going with Larissa to buy cheese was a thousand times more appealing to me than spending time with literally anyone else. I didn’t just like her.

I was in love with her.

The truth bled into my consciousness like a fatal wound. Permeated everything. Seeped into the recesses of my soul. Something so obvious the only explanation for why I hadn’t accepted it before was denial because what kind of fucking person feels this way about the woman their best friend is going to marry? What kind of piece of shit lets himself get there?

And I couldn’t keep doing it. I couldn’t keep feeling like this about someone I could never, ever have.

It didn’t matter if Mike never knew it and neither did she. I knew.

It was wrong and hopeless and it had to stop.

How could I even look Mike in the eye? The feelings I had were a flaw in my character.

I pulled up the website for my wholesale club. I bought her a membership, texted her the information, told her I wasn’t feeling well, and left work ten minutes early so I wouldn’t be there if she came back.

And then I got Heather’s number and I called her.
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LARISSA

Chris ghosted me.

The last time I talked to him was at the pharmacy two weeks ago. He texted me a membership number, said he wasn’t feeling good, and was gone by the time I got back. Since then he’d barely replied to my messages. He said he was sick so the day after the pharmacy, I made a batch of chicken and dumplings soup just for him and went over to drop it off. He didn’t answer the door. I left it on his porch and an hour later he Venmo’d me the money to pay for it with a generic Thanks. I didn’t want him to pay me—the soup was a gift. When I texted him that, he didn’t reply.

Something felt wrong, but I didn’t know what and I didn’t have time to figure it out.

I was working nonstop, packing the rest of my stuff, selling off what little bedroom furniture I had since I wouldn’t need it.

I was officially moving in with Mike tomorrow. And I was nervous in a way I’d never known. The relief that I wouldn’t have to live with Phil anymore had faded, replaced with a weird sense of dread. I kept telling myself it was probably just the change making me uneasy, but I think it was something else.

I was about to be dependent on a man for the first time since Dad, and I was terrified.

I stayed at home these last two weeks instead of at Mike’s place. I wanted to spend as much time with Mom as I could before she moved six hours away. But I also had a foreboding feeling that I was making a mistake, even though I knew moving with Mom and Phil to South Dakota would also be a mistake. Leaving Lexi, my job, the customer base I’d spent the past few years building, my dog—Chris. Leave all of that or move in with Mike. Those were the options. I had to pick one and it was obvious which one was the correct choice. I’d be able to save money, I’d be living somewhere nice for a change, I wouldn’t have to live with Phil.

But my anxiety didn’t care. My brain was alarm bells going off nonstop.

Mike was leaving early for the cabin tomorrow to do some repairs. I’d be able to get unpacked and situated in peace. Maybe I’d feel better once I was settled in? It would all be fine.

And then Christmas Eve Chris would pick me up. And I was going to ask him about cleaning the snow off my car.

I hadn’t told Mike my suspicion that Chris had shoveled me out. If Chris hadn’t told him, he didn’t want Mike to know, probably for the same reason Mom said: It would make Mike feel bad for not doing it himself.

It was funny because I hadn’t really seen Chris or Mike in the last two weeks, but it was Chris I was most looking forward to spending time with. I felt a void where that friendship usually was.

I didn’t realize how big a part of my life he’d become until he wasn’t around anymore. And nothing filled that space. Not work, or Lexi, or Mom.

Or Mike.

Maybe I was just a little down. Leaving Mom, seasonal depression, the stress of moving, the exhaustion of the new graze board business and all the hours I was working at the diner and my side jobs. I was out of sorts.

I flopped onto my air mattress and tried to get into a book but I couldn’t, so I lay there, alone, staring at the dusty popcorn ceiling.

Maybe I should just go to Mike’s tonight.

Mom had left with Phil to get drinks, so it wasn’t like I was getting to spend one last night with her anyway. They’d come back loud and buzzed and wake me up. What was the point in sleeping on the floor when I could sleep with my boyfriend in an actual bed? I could swing by and say goodbye to Mom before they took off in the moving truck tomorrow.

Practicality won out. I got up and headed to Mike’s.

I texted him before I got in the car and called him on the way, but he didn’t answer his phone. Probably asleep. He’d been going to bed early all week. It didn’t matter, though, because I had a key.

When I got there, I noticed all the lights were on in the living room. I put my luggage by the front door, set my purse down, and walked around, flicking switches. When I got to the kitchen, I saw an empty fast-food bag and a dozen balled-up taco wrappers on the counter next to a two-liter bottle of club soda and an empty bottle of vodka.

That was weird.

Mike didn’t do fast food. Maybe Jesse was over?

I picked up the vodka bottle and tossed it in the recycling bin. Put the soda water back in the fridge, threw away the trash, and turned off the kitchen light. Came around the corner toward the bedroom and stopped in my tracks. Mike was passed out on the floor of the hallway. Sleeping in his own vomit, shit-faced drunk.
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LARISSA

Lexi, can you come over?”

It was the morning after I moved in with Mike. I was crying. I knew she could tell.

“What happened?”

“I just need you to bring your steam cleaner. You have one, right?”

“Yeah, I have one. Are we cleaning up a body? I need to know what shoes to wear because I’m not tossing my kicks again.”

“I’ll explain when you get here. Just come.”

Half an hour later she showed up. I opened the door and I saw on her face when the smell hit her. “What the fuck happened in here? I thought the dog was housebroken.”

“He is,” I said, taking the machine. I didn’t even want to stop to tell her the story. I just wanted the mess off the carpet first.

I frantically shampooed the rug for the next half hour. I felt like I couldn’t go over it enough times. It had to be down in the padding, there was no way I was getting it all out.

The second the tank was empty, she’d grab it and refill it with soap and hot water while I went to the bathroom to dump the bucket and start all over again. When I finally ran out of shampoo, I stopped. I just stood by the machine, the adrenaline I’d been feeling for the last twelve hours pulsing.

Lexi eyed me. “Girl, if you don’t tell me what the fuck happened…”

I did a laugh-cry.

“Sit,” she said.

“I don’t want to sit in here.”

“Let’s go to my car, then. Come on.”

We sat in her Toyota in Donna’s driveway, the heat blasting, looking out at the guesthouse. All my fears had been validated. I tried to organize my thoughts in a way that was coherent.

“I decided to move in a day early. When I got here, Mike was passed out drunk.”

“Drunk?”

“Drunk.”

She blinked at me. “Did he go to a party or something?”

I shook my head. “No. He was just home. By himself. He ate all this junk food and drank a bottle of vodka, Lexi. The whole thing. I found the receipt in his pants. He bought it two hours before I came over. I couldn’t get him up—he was completely blacked out, sleeping in vomit. I was too afraid to go to sleep, I was worried he was going to throw up again and choke. I stayed on the sofa so I could watch him, and when I woke up this morning, he was throwing up in the bathroom. I was going to check on him and I stepped in something wet.” I paused at this part. I didn’t even want to admit it aloud. “He peed on the carpet. While he was lying there.”

She looked horrified. “What did he say?”

“Nothing. He got in the shower, then left for the cabin. He just came out with his bag and some sunglasses, told me he’d had a migraine, kissed me goodbye, and left. It was like he didn’t even remember it.”

“He probably fuckin’ doesn’t,” she said. “Did you call Chris?”

“No. I didn’t want to wake him up. It was late.”

“You need to tell Chris. Get his boy down here to deal with this.”

She sat in her seat and stared out the windshield before pivoting to look at me again. “Mike does drink a lot though.”

I pulled my face back. “No, he doesn’t.”

She gave me a look. “Uh, yeah, he kinda does.”

“He’s not an alcoholic,” I said, feeling defensive for some reason.

“You sure about that? Because this”—she gestured toward the guesthouse—“feels like some alcoholic shit.”

My mouth was dry.

“You told me how much he drinks,” she said. “You went on and on about the cabin thing.”

“Yeah, but then he goes months without it. It’s just at parties.”

“Uh, it’s called binge drinking, babe. Clearly you never went to college.”

I couldn’t even respond. I felt too exhausted and traumatized to process it. And it was making too much sense.

I put my head into my hands.

“It could be worse,” she said.

“How?” I mumbled.

“He could have shit himself instead.”

I choked. “Yay for the preferable body fluids.”

I had never been so unattracted to someone as I was in this moment. Not because he had an accident, but because he let himself get like that.

I knew what it was like to live with a man who couldn’t control his impulses. My dad ruined our lives. The whole thing with Mike catapulted me back to my childhood and the way my dad’s instability made me feel. I was embarrassed. I didn’t want to tell Mom or anyone what had happened, it was too triggering. I almost didn’t want to tell Chris for some reason. And Mike and I just moved in together.

“How did I miss this?” I whispered.

“Because men are experts at hiding who they really are? They lie to get you to the finish line and then—BAM.”

I had to muscle down the urge to sob.

“It doesn’t help that we normalize this shit,” she said. “Game day—drink. Wedding—drink. Mow the lawn with a beer, drink on the boat, drink at brunch. It’s so expected he’d get crap for not drinking.”

I cared about Mike and I was worried about him and I wanted him to be okay, but there was another very real side of me that could not do this. I had already exhausted the part of myself that could nurture a man through his self-destructive era. I’d already lived that once with my dad, and every single one of my mom’s boyfriends and I was terrified that that’s what Mike was about to make me do.

Over the next two days, Mike texted me quick check-ins from the cabin. He was completely oblivious. It was all business as usual and Hey, babe, Miss you, babe.

I felt like I was going to have to explain to him what happened, like he had been possessed and I had to convince him that he’d done what he’d done. I needed to talk to him, but every time he called, he was plastered. Of course he was plastered. Jesse got there early, too, and they were both plastered. Only now what Lexi said ate away at me.

I felt like I was finally seeing what had always been there.

Mike didn’t always drink, but when he did, he drank more than he said he would. Every time. One was always three. Sometimes three was six. It was like he couldn’t just have one. One was a gateway to ten.

And the wildest thing was, he was the healthiest person I knew. He wouldn’t even eat bread. He ran, he worked out, he was in peak physical condition. So when he wanted to drink, I downplayed it in my head because that was his treat.

Lexi was right. I did need to talk to Chris.

Somehow I knew Chris would make it okay. He would have ideas or insight or something.

He was picking me up for the cabin and I could talk to him then. We’d have the whole day for me to tell him everything on the way up. He would know what to do.

The smell was still in the carpet. It was winter, so I couldn’t open the doors and windows and air it out. The whole thing grossed me out.

I couldn’t imagine Mike turning me on after this. The vision of him lying there, snoring in his own vomit and urine. I was disgusted.

I sprayed the rug with a vinegar solution and then dusted it with baking soda and let it sit for two days before I vacuumed it up. It still smelled.

By the time the day rolled around for Chris to pick me up, I was desperate to talk to him. When he pulled in front of the house, I came out before he even put the car in park. But when I got there, someone else was in the front seat.

I stopped on the frozen walkway, holding my bag and staring at the brunette fiddling with her bangs in the visor mirror.

“Hey,” Chris said, getting out. “Why didn’t you wait? I was going to help you with your bag.”

“Are we dropping someone off?” I asked.

He popped the trunk. “I was going to tell you,” he said, taking my duffel. “My girlfriend, Heather, is coming up with us.”

The word girlfriend stuck me in the belly. Knocked all the air right out of me.

“You… you have a girlfriend?”

He threw my bag in and closed the trunk. “Yeah, I’ll introduce you guys. Get in, it’s freezing.”

I just stood there. Dumbstruck.

I didn’t want to get in. The fight-or-flight feeling I’d been wrestling with for the last three days doubled down.

I wanted to turn and run back to the house—the house I also wanted to run from. I didn’t want to be ferried up to Mike. I didn’t want to sit in the back seat while Chris drove me up to the cabin, without being able to form some plan on how to handle what was happening. And he had a girlfriend?

Why didn’t he tell me? He was dating someone and he didn’t even mention it?

“You okay?” he asked, eyeing me.

No. I was very much not okay. I had the weirdest feeling in my chest. Like I was being betrayed.

This was our time. Our car ride. How could he invite someone else to join us?

But it wasn’t our anything. It was just a ride.

I don’t know why, but this truth almost cut deeper than the Mike thing did. Another person I thought I could trust and depend on had failed me and lied to me about the nature of the way things are.

I could fully recognize that this was an irrational reaction. Chris wasn’t my boyfriend, he owed me nothing, especially explanations about who he was dating. But I felt betrayed anyway.

Chris studied me. “Hey…”

It was freezing. The wind whipped my hair around, stung my cheeks. I balked, trying to decide what to do. My bag was already in the trunk. Woofarine was in the car. The thought of going back in that house with the smell and the damp carpet—I couldn’t do it. So I got into the back seat.

My dog was sitting on Heather’s lap. He climbed the console and dove at me the second I got in. I hugged him like I was clutching a life raft.

“Hi, I’m Heather,” the woman said, twisting to smile at me as Chris got in the driver’s side.

“Larissa,” I managed. “Nice to meet you.”

It wasn’t nice to meet her. I didn’t want her here. I hated her and I didn’t even know her.

I felt nauseous.

I’d never had a panic attack before, but I felt like I was going to have one now.

I’d been counting on being able to talk to Chris during the ride so he could tell me what to do about Mike. Now I couldn’t have the conversation with Chris. I was going to show up at the cabin with no plan—and I didn’t even want to see Mike. Tomorrow was Christmas. I was supposed to… what? Pretend everything was okay in front of everyone? Open presents and drink hot chocolate and act like nothing happened?

Chris didn’t ask to see my EpiPen the way he always did when he was taking me somewhere.

This was the moment I wanted to cry. Chris not checking my medicine felt like some fatal blow. Like he’d stopped caring if I was okay. And I wasn’t okay.

We drove in silence for half an hour. Or rather Chris and I were silent, and Heather talked nonstop.

Chris’s car smelled like it always did, like him and the leather from the seats and the baby-powder air freshener he always got when he washed his car. But I couldn’t get the wet, shampoo-laced urine-vomit smell of the carpet out of my nose. It was like Phil’s cigarette smoke, an olfactory reminder that something had changed and not for the better.

Chris and Heather were holding hands between the seats. I couldn’t look away from it.

“I found a really good place for lunch,” Chris said, looking at me in the rearview mirror. “It’s in Duluth. Can you wait two hours to eat?”

“I’m not feeling well,” I said.

Heather twisted to look at me again. “You okay? I’m a physician.”

I actually laughed. Right in her face. She was pretty and smart and a doctor? Of course he’d date a woman more on his level. What else could I expect? Someone like me?

“I’m just carsick,” I said.

“Do you need me to stop?” he asked, already slowing down.

“No. I just want to get there.”

“We can just do a drive-through,” Heather said to Chris. “Get up there faster.”

Chris went quiet for a moment. “Is that what you want to do?” he asked, glancing at me in the rearview.

“Yes,” I said, looking away.

I couldn’t stand the idea of sitting across from the two of them in a restaurant.

This was wrong. Everything was wrong.

I wanted to fight with someone. I wanted to have a full-blown screaming match. But not with Mike. I wanted to have it with Chris. I wanted to throw things at him, demand an explanation. I wanted an apology, and I couldn’t even tell you for what. I was more upset with Chris than I was with my own boyfriend after everything that he did.

I looked down at Woofarine in my lap. He had a pink lipstick kiss on his head.

My stomach rolled.

The pungent carpet smell in my nose.

Clasped hands between the seat.

Her Louis Vuitton luggage next to my faded old duffel bag in the trunk.

Worse. Her Louis Vuitton bag in the bedroom they’d share up at the cabin.

The walls were so thin…

I moved the dog, lurched forward to grab Chris’s water bottle from the drink holder, whipped off the top, and threw up.
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CHRIS

I pushed open the door to the cabin to let in Larissa and Heather. Woofarine ran inside ahead of us while we shook snow from our coats and hung them up. Then Mike came around the corner and plowed into his girlfriend. He wrapped her in a hug and whispered how much he missed her in her ear, and I had to pretend to be deeply interested in getting my boots off so nobody would see it on my face.

I hated everything. Every second of that car ride. Every second of now.

I couldn’t get Larissa out of my head. Nothing made it better. Not having a date of my own, nothing. No matter how much I tried to convince myself I was moving on from her, the pathetic reality was that I wasn’t.

I felt like I’d been robbed—and I’d done it to myself.

All I got of Larissa were tiny stolen moments. And they were stolen, because if she knew why I wanted them, she’d never give them to me. That car ride was precious, and I’d purposely ruined it and for what? To pretend Heather was anything more than just a stand-in?

I felt racked with guilt for bringing her here. I wasted her time, I wasted my time. I knew it the second Larissa got in the car.

I was worried about her. She was sick and I couldn’t even check on her, because why would I check on her? Mike was here. Heather was here.

“This place is so nice,” Heather said, looking around. “Give me a tour?”

“Sure,” I said in my best nothing is wrong voice, trying not to look at Mike kissing his pale girlfriend hello two feet from me.

Becca popped out of nowhere wearing a reindeer sweater and a blinking Christmas light necklace with my dog bouncing at her feet. “Hey! You must be Heather. You’re just in time—Samantha’s making cranberry mimosas in the kitchen. Chris, the guys lost paper rock scissors for who shovels the deck so we can use the hot tub. Jesse’s already out there. He says for you guys to come help.”

Mike let go of his girlfriend to give me a hug. “Thanks for giving her a ride.”

“Yup,” I croaked.

Becca hustled Larissa out of the vestibule. I had to swallow down the lump in my throat.

I went through the motions of giving Heather a tour of the cabin, trying to sound happy to be here. I ended with our bedroom. I opened the door and showed it to her from the hallway like it was a broom closet I didn’t want to step into.

We hadn’t had sex yet. We’d gone on six dates in the last two weeks. Some desperate fast track I’d put us on to try and speed up the “Forgetting Larissa” phase I’d been hoping to enter. Heather and I had kissed, but never anything past first base. I had this vision that this week would be a transformative trip. I’d see Larissa and feel nothing. Heather would outshine her, I’d be smitten, and everything would be as it should be.

I didn’t even want to be standing here with her.

She slid a hand up my chest. “Want to sneak away for a bit?” she whispered, looking at my lips.

“Can’t,” I said, peering past her at Larissa sitting in the kitchen at the end of the hall. “I have to shovel snow with the men.”

“Come on…” She got on her toes and kissed me. Larissa’s eyes flickered up for a split second and locked with mine before looking away. I felt sick.

“I’ve got a headache,” I said. It wasn’t even a lie.

Heather put her lower lip out in a pout. “Want some Advil?”

“No.”

Becca saved me. “Heaattther! Ready for drinks?”

Heather let herself be led away, and I grabbed my jacket and boots and left out the back door to join the guys without looking at Larissa again, feeling ashamed that I wanted to.

“There he is,” Jesse said, pushing his shovel into the snow.

Xavier nodded at me and kept shoveling.

The deck was buried. Good. I wanted to work myself to exhaustion. I wanted to be too fucking tired to think about what I was feeling.

Jesse shook his head. “We got at least three feet.”

“Good, you two motherfuckers can use the cardio,” Mike said, handing me a shovel.

The sliding glass door opened and Larissa popped her head out. “Who wants hot chocolate?”

She looked at me first. “I’m good, thanks,” I mumbled.

Mike headed over to her. “I’ll take a hot toddy.” He leaned into the open door, and I looked away and shoveled so I wouldn’t have to see them kiss again.

I didn’t feel safe raising my head until I heard the door close and Mike’s boots crunching the snow on his way back over.

“So how was the drive up?” Mike asked.

“Fine,” I lied.

“You guys got here fast,” Jesse said.

“They didn’t want to stop to eat,” I said.

That killed me. I didn’t even realize how much that part of the trip meant to me until Larissa said she didn’t want it.

There were so few things I could do for her in the open. I’d picked that restaurant for her like it was a sacred task, I’d spent days searching for where to go. I made sure it was safe, read reviews, checked the nut allergy websites to see if anyone had had a bad experience there, called ahead.

And I had to keep driving, the vision I had of her excited to eat out because she didn’t have to worry about the food, disintegrating as we passed the turnoff.

Samantha opened the sliding door. “Hey, can you guys do the walkway to the firepit?”

“Yeah, we’ll do that next,” Jesse said.

“Can you do it now?” she asked. “We want to do a bonfire before the hot tub.”

Mike sighed dramatically. “Okay, we’ll split up. Jesse, let’s go.”

They made their way down the steps out into the yard toward the lake. I kept shoveling. There was almost a frantic pace to it. I wanted my muscles to burn and I hoped it hurt. I deserved it.

Z eyed me. “You okay?”

“Yeah. I just want to get it done.”

He went back to shoveling. “You’re being obvious,” he said.

I didn’t look up. “What?” I muttered.

“You’re being obvious,” he said again, looking at the snow but talking to me.

I stopped and blinked at him.

When I didn’t reply, he skewered his shovel in the snow pile and leveled his eyes on me.

We stared at each other and I knew in that moment that he knew.

I looked out into the yard at Mike and Jesse, shoveling snow.

“How long?” he asked.

I stood there quietly. “I don’t know,” I said, my voice so low I could barely hear it. “A long time. I think I felt it before I even realized that I did.”

“And her?”

I looked him in the eye. “She hasn’t done anything. She doesn’t feel that way about me. I mean, I didn’t ask her. I just know she doesn’t.”

He didn’t reply. He studied me in that expressionless way he had. “It can never happen. You know that, right? It doesn’t matter if they break up. Even if he leaves her. It doesn’t matter how much time passes. It will never be okay.”

“I know,” I said.

“It would kill him.”

“I know,” I said again.

We stood there in silence a few seconds.

“How did you know?” I finally asked.

“You never touch her.”

I looked at him for a beat before looking away.

No, I never touched her. Because I knew touching her would do something to me that I couldn’t undo.

“You need to figure it out,” he said. “Stop hanging out with her—”

“We share a dog—”

“Figure it out,” he said again. “It’s only going to get harder the more time you spend with her.”

I swallowed. “I know.”

But something told me it was going to get harder anyway. No matter what I did.
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LARISSA

Babe, are we okay?”

Mike had cornered me in our room. It was almost dinnertime. I’d somehow managed to mostly dodge him for the last six hours.

He was looking at me now, standing in front of the bed, his expression worried.

I wondered if it was even worth trying to discuss this. How much had he already had to drink today? Four drinks since I’d been here. At least that I’d seen.

I was the kind of person who counted drinks now.

I felt wrung out. Like I’d aged ten years in the last three days, and five of them were on the car ride up.

“Are you mad at me?” he asked. “You’re kind of off.”

“Mike, do you really not remember the other night, before you came to the cabin?” I asked.

He gave me a searching look.

“I came home and you were drunk. You passed out. You…” I had to gather myself to tell him this. “You peed all over the floor. You slept in it.”

I watched his face transform. The color creeping up his cheeks.

“Do you remember buying the bottle of vodka?” I asked.

He nodded slowly. “I remember,” he said quietly.

He stared at me for a long second. Then he turned and sat on the bed.

“Mike, I will not be with someone who does this,” I said to his back. “I can’t.”

“I know.” He stared at a crocheted dream catcher on the wall. “I’m sorry. I don’t even know what to say. It just got away from me.”

“Got away from you how? You were home alone, drinking by yourself? I mean, I could see if you were at a party or something, but… alone?”

He didn’t reply.

“Do you… do you do this a lot?” I asked.

He blew out a breath. “Sometimes.”

I wrapped my arms around myself. “How long has this been happening?”

He paused. “Off and on for a couple of years.”

My arms fell. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “It helps.”

“Helps with what?”

“Everything? Sleeping. Talking. Being me.”

I didn’t reply.

“You didn’t deserve this. I’m embarrassed and I’m sorry,” he said. “It won’t happen again.”

When I didn’t reply, he turned to look at me.

I licked my lips. “Are you an alcoholic, Mike?”

“What—babe, no!”

“You said you had a migraine when you left. When you tell me you have a migraine, is it really a migraine? Don’t lie to me.”

But he didn’t have to. I could see the answer on his face.

The truth spilled out like red wine on a white carpet.

That’s how many times in the last ten months he’d drank so much he couldn’t function?

This had been going on since the beginning—the day my mom was in the hospital, the day I’d been lost in the park with Chris, all the times he didn’t answer his phone in the morning. While Chris had been out there, clearing snow off my car—that’s what this was? He was hungover?

I was horrified. I felt catfished. Lied to by omission. And Mike had lied, right to my face.

He lied the way Dad lied.

“Mike, I don’t think I can do this with you…”

Panic ripped across his expression. “Babe, what—No! Just give me a chance to make this right—”

“I can’t.”

“You’re gonna break up with me? For this? I can stop whenever. It’s not a big deal. I fucked up, I admit it. It’ll never happen again—”

“You lied to me,” I said. “And if it wasn’t a big deal, you wouldn’t have hidden it. You have a problem, Mike.”

“I don’t. I can stop whenever I want. You’ve seen me do it. Please,” he begged. “Just don’t leave.”

He cracked on the last word.

I’d never seen him cry. I’d never seen him break his happy, charming facade. A little piece of me shattered.

I put my face in my hands. “You know what I grew up with,” I whispered.

“I know.”

“I cannot do the secrecy and the self-destruction. I can’t do it.”

“Larissa, just let me fix it. I can fix it.”

I peered at him, weary. “How? I feel like I don’t even know you—”

“I fucked up. I was just trying to deal with stuff on my own. I just get in my head. I was anxious about you moving in—”

“Then why’d you ask me?!”

“It’s not that,” he said. “I want you to be with me. It’s like… it’s like I’m so scared you’re gonna fucking leave—”

I threw my hands up. “Why would I leave?”

“Because I’m not good enough for you!” He looked at me with tears in his eyes. “I’ve got nothing. I barely have a job, I’m not smart like the other guys. My brain won’t shut up, I’m trying to read this book for you, and I can’t even pay attention. I’m trying and I can’t…”

“Mike…”

“You have all these ideas and I know you’re gonna be something and I’m not, and you’re gonna leave me.”

“You have Tony! You’re a plumber, Mike. What do you mean you barely have a job?”

He didn’t answer.

My face fell. “You’re not going to work for him, are you.”

Silence.

“You let me believe that, and you never were,” I breathed.

The pained way he looked at me was the answer.

I felt sick.

Someone knocked on the door. It was Samantha.

“Larissa? We’re getting in the hot tub.”

“I’m coming. I’ll meet you there,” I called, trying not to let her hear the fracture in my voice.

Mike’s eyes searched my face, and I looked away from him.

“Did Chris know about the drinking?” I was almost afraid to ask.

“No,” he said.

“Are you sure?” I asked, turning back to him.

“Maybe a little of it. Not all of it. Please. Don’t break up with me.”

“I need to think, Mike.”

“For how long?”

“I don’t know.”

I had nowhere else to go now. I was living with this man.

I didn’t even have the safety of my own home to get some distance between us so I could think straight and make a rational decision about what to do next. I was trapped.

How did I end up here? I swore I would never be this woman. I should have been better at recognizing the signs by now, but I wasn’t and that was the hardest reality of all—that I couldn’t even trust my own judgment, that my instincts were this broken despite all my experiences with men just like this one.

Men who were drowning and refused to kick.

I grabbed my bathing suit, walked around him, and left.
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CHRIS

Mike hadn’t cleaned out the pantry. Again.

The women were all in the hot tub. The guys were in the living room having drinks by the fire and I took advantage of the empty kitchen to make sure Mike had tossed the nuts. He hadn’t.

I felt so tired. Worn to the bone.

I took a box of peanut butter Clif Bars and dropped it into the trash. I checked the fridge and freezer next. Changed out the sponge. I was wiping down the counter when Mike came up behind me. “Hey.”

“What,” I said flatly, not turning around.

“You have a second? I want to show you something.”

My stomach dropped at the conspiratorial tone of his voice.

Maybe he was going to propose to Larissa. Maybe he wanted me to see the ring. We were going to be here for New Year’s, so it made sense. Everyone was here, people get engaged during the holidays.

I didn’t want to see the ring. I didn’t want to go to the engagement party. I didn’t want to be in the wedding.

The idea made me feel physically ill.

The self-loathing I felt for feeling this way was eating me alive. I hated myself. And a small part of me hated him too.

I followed Mike to his room, braced for the news. But when we got there, he closed the door and pulled out a Christmas gift.

I breathed a silent sigh of relief.

“I wanted to show you what I got Larissa,” he said. “You know how she loves food? Like, specialty stuff? I got her these French cookies.”

He opened the top of a pink box. There was a clear package wrapped in a red bow with two dozen rainbow-colored sandwich cookies in it.

“I had them shipped,” he said proudly. “It was expensive as fuck. What do you think? Good, right? She’ll love it?”

I blinked. “Mike…” I said. “These have nuts in them.”

He looked confused. “No, they don’t. They’re lemon and vanilla and stuff. I didn’t get anything with nuts.”

“These are Parisian macarons. They’re made with almond flour.”

His face fell.

Something stirred inside of me. A tiny spark of rage.

Ten months. They’d been dating for ten months. They lived together and he still didn’t know how to not buy her things with nuts in them?

I felt my jaw go tight.

“You need to ask,” I said, trying to keep my tone level. “You specifically ask, anytime you get her food. You ask for a manager to double-check.”

“I know, man. But I mean look at them. They don’t look like—Fuck.” He slammed the lid back on the box and dropped it on the dresser. He put his hands on his head. “What am I gonna do? This shit’s tomorrow morning. I can’t get anything by tomorrow. Nothing’s open.”

I looked at my watch. It was almost 7:00 p.m. on Christmas Eve. We were in rural northern Minnesota. We didn’t have a big box store, nothing.

“I’m so fucking stupid,” he said under his breath. “So stupid.” He squeezed his hair. “We’re not good right now.”

I drew my brows down. “What do you mean?”

He looked stricken. “She’s mad at me. It’s dumb. I just… I can’t mess this up.”

“Why is she mad at you?”

“I ruined the carpet,” he said.

“How?”

“It was an accident.”

I waited, but he didn’t say anything more.

That didn’t sound like Larissa. She didn’t get mad about accidents.

It occurred to me that if I hadn’t brought Heather, I’d know this story already. Another thing to kick myself over.

“Go drive around,” I said. “See what’s open.”

“I can’t leave. She’s gonna know what I’m doing. She’s gonna think I forgot to buy her a fucking Christmas gift and now I’m that guy running out at the last minute to get her something.”

“I’ll come with you. Just tell her I need to go shopping,” I said.

“She’ll want to come.”

“Maybe not. She’s hanging out with Becca and Samantha.”

“But what if she does?”

I squeezed my eyes shut.

So now she wasn’t going to have anything to open. Everyone else would have their gifts, except her.

“Fine. I’ll go on my own,” I said. “I’ll see what I can find.”

He gave me a grateful expression. “Thanks, man. You’re a lifesaver.”

I nodded at the box. “Give those to Donna—when you get home. Don’t let anyone have them here. It’ll get almond crumbs all over the place.”

He nodded. “Right. Good call. Seriously, thank you.”

“Yeah.”

I snuck out the back so nobody could ask me where I was going and nobody could see my face because I was pretty sure I was about to have a panic attack. I got in the car, backed out to the end of the drive, pulled over on the shoulder along the highway, and parked.

My breathing was getting shallow, and I cracked the window and wrenched off my seat belt, gasping.

He didn’t keep her safe.

She was in danger with him, her boyfriend, out of his own fucking carelessness.

What if she didn’t know macarons were made with almond flour? She was always really good about checking, but what if she trusted that Mike had checked and she ate one?

He could have killed her.

EpiPen or no. It could still kill her.

I hadn’t checked her EpiPen. Did she even have it? What about Benadryl? I’d been trying to create better boundaries for myself around her and now all I wondered is whether her pen was expired or if she accidentally left it at home. We were in the middle of nowhere. It was an hour-plus to a hospital. How fucking stupid did you have to be to—

I doubled over and tried to steady my breathing.

If this had been Becca, if the allergy was hers and Jesse had done this, I would have been disappointed. I would have shaken my head and told him to be more careful. But I wouldn’t have felt the unbridled fear and bubbling rage that I felt when it was Larissa.

When it was Larissa, something primal in me came out.

I had no control over how I felt. None.

Love is self-sustaining. It doesn’t get weak and die when you don’t feed it. Even when I put it away, locked it up, shut in the deepest recesses of my heart, I still loved her in the dark. I could love her from a distance. I could love her in silence. I could love her without even wanting to.

And I did.

I would spend my existence silently cherishing a woman I’d never have. Someone I’d never kiss or even hold hands with. This was my curse. The future I was condemned to. To never truly be happy—or to be happy for him. Because he did not. Fucking. Deserve. Her.

I scrambled from the car, leaning on my knees trying to catch my breath.

The cold air stung my face and made tears squeeze from my eyes and the whole time all I could think about over the doomsday scenario of her getting hurt was that tomorrow was Christmas and she was going to have nothing to open if I didn’t get my shit together and go look.

This is what finally brought me back around.

After a few minutes of deep breathing, I got in the car. Turned on the engine, drove all over the small town.

Eventually I found a hardware store with a nursery that was still open. In the indoor garden section I found a hydro planter for herbs and cherry tomatoes. She liked to cook. She used basil and dill on her boards. I knew she’d like it.

I bought it. Got some wrapping paper at a gas station. Smuggled it into the cabin and wrapped it myself since by the time I got back Mike was already in the hot tub with everyone. I didn’t join them.

I was enabling him. I knew I was, I could accept this now. It wasn’t helping him, wasn’t changing his behavior. I was doing nothing but cleaning up his fucking mess, and I didn’t know how I was going to stop, because stopping meant letting her get hurt, and I couldn’t bring myself to let that happen.

I’d have to move. Leave Minnesota so I wouldn’t know what was going on because if I did, I couldn’t stand it. I couldn’t stand any of it—not being here watching it or not being here at all.

I went to bed without telling anyone. I couldn’t face Heather after wasting her time, or Xavier, who knew my deepest secret, but most of all I couldn’t face Mike and Larissa.

Or the thought that I was failing them both.
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LARISSA

Mike is so sweet,” Heather said, drying a casserole dish. “I love the planter he got you.”

“Yeah,” I said, not looking at her while I wiped down the counter.

We’d been at the cabin a full day. It was Christmas. We’d opened gifts an hour ago, the guys had cooked breakfast, and we were cleaning it up.

The men were outside getting the snowmobiles ready. They were all supposed to go snowmobiling in a half hour, and the rest of us were going to stay behind and do puzzles or something. I didn’t care. I wanted to leave. If I had my own car, I would have been gone yesterday. I’d even pay for a rideshare at this point if they had drivers up here.

I’d barely spoken to Mike since last night, which was hard because we were sharing a room. We were both faking that things were fine in front of everyone else. I’d opened the gift he got me and managed to smile and look like nothing was wrong. And to be fair, I did love the planter.

Sometimes it felt like I was dating two different people.

I couldn’t reconcile the man who was blackout drunk in his own urine a few days ago from the person who got me the thoughtful gifts he always came up with.

Mike hadn’t had a single drink since we talked. He’d turned down eggnog last night and mimosas at breakfast.

I didn’t.

For once I wanted to be the one who got to be buzzed all day long. I was so tired of always having to be in control. I never got to rest my brain. I didn’t get to check out mentally. I wanted to get wasted until I was completely useless. I drank everything I was handed last night until I stumbled off to bed.

I completely regretted it. I felt like crap when I woke up this morning. I don’t know how Mike—or anyone—could do this regularly.

Chris came in from the back deck. Woofarine jumped up from his spot on the floor by my feet to bounce at his ankles.

“We’re about to take off,” he said, hanging up his jacket.

Heather set her drying rag down to go over to him and gave him a quick peck.

Maybe it was the hangover, but I felt a little sick.

I excused myself for the bathroom. But I didn’t go to the bathroom. I went to the den and shut the door.

I just needed to be alone. I shouldn’t have come to the cabin. The second I saw Heather in the car, I should have turned around and gone back inside.

I should have done a lot of things.

Move in with literally anyone other than a man I’d been dating less than a year. I should have locked down my credit when Dad stole Mom’s identity.

I should have gotten a ride with Chris after the concert instead of Mike.

I sat on the brown leather couch and put my face into my hands.

I didn’t know what to do. Mike was a good person, and I cared about him, but I was not built for this. I would not be like Mom, a foster home for broken men. I didn’t want to fix someone. I didn’t want someone who needed fixing, I wanted someone who wanted to fix themselves, and not because I called them on it.

Where would I go now?

Mom was in South Dakota with Phil. Lexi helped her sister with bills, so she couldn’t move out with me. There were already six of them in a two-bedroom apartment. I couldn’t even ask to sleep on the couch while I searched for a roommate who would overlook my credit.

I could rent a room in a cheap extended-stay motel.

It’s where we lived after Dad lost the house. Bouncing around from one dump to the next, two years with no address, getting our mail at a P.O. box, paying more for that single room than we would pay for a whole apartment but having no choice because of bad credit and no savings and lack of income.

I’d gone back in time.

I’d actually managed to reverse my fortune. And what would happen to my friendships now? Becca? Samantha?

Chris…

I’d like to think things with Chris wouldn’t change after this, but realistically I knew they would. He was my boyfriend’s best friend, things would never be the same. It would be weird if we stayed friends without Mike. And what excuse would there be to hang out with me anyway? We wouldn’t have our car ride to the cabin. We wouldn’t have the BBQs and the birthday parties and the trips that everyone went on. We’d have Woofarine, but that would probably stop too. I didn’t even have a place to go, how could I have a dog? If I moved to South Dakota, which I’d probably have to do, I’d never see either of them again.

We wouldn’t share books anymore.

We would never rate the bread.

The last time he’d checked my EpiPen would be the last time.

And that’s what finally broke me. I would lose Chris. And somehow this was worse than all of it. This is what finally made me cry. I put my face in my hands and broke down.

I wanted to talk to him. I felt like he could fix this or make me feel better that it couldn’t be fixed. I screamed his name in my head. I wanted him here, in this room to tell me how to deal with Mike. I hated that I hadn’t seen him in a month and that we didn’t get our car ride up and that he had a girlfriend he didn’t tell me anything about—and that I liked her. She was actually great. And that made me cry harder and I didn’t even know why, because he deserved someone wonderful. I wanted that for him.

So then why did it hurt so much?

The door opened and my head jerked up. Chris peeked in.

“Did you call me?”

I stared at him for a second. Just blinking at him through tears.

“I thought I heard you call me,” he said. “Are you okay?”

I blew out a shaky breath and shook my head. “No.”

He came in and slid the door closed. “What’s going on?”

I wiped under my eyes. “Nothing. How did you know I was in here?”

“Trauma bond?”

He managed to get a laugh out of me.

He handed me some tissues and sat on the sofa next to me and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. He looked tired.

So was I.

I had the strongest urge to put my head on his shoulder. I wanted him to wrap an arm around me. I wanted to close my eyes and breathe him in and feel safe, the way I always did with him.

Mike didn’t make me feel safe, I realized. He didn’t make me feel unsafe, but I could never shut off my brain with him like I could with Chris. When Chris drove, I could take a nap or be on my phone. I didn’t have to keep my eyes on the road. When Chris said he was going to drive, I didn’t have to watch to see how much he had to drink. I didn’t have to put my own drink down in case I had to take over. I knew there would be a safe place to eat on the route and the car would be peaceful and quiet.

Maybe heaven was just an infinite car ride with Chris. Him behind the wheel. Us leaving everyone and everything behind. Woofarine on my lap, Minnesota in the rearview. Starting over. Going back.

Picking right.

But you can’t go back. You can only stop making the mistakes you keep making.

We sat quietly while I dabbed at my eyes. “Heather’s nice,” I said, sniffling.

He grunted a reply.

“She’s not nice?” I asked.

“She is. I just don’t think it’s going to work out.”

“Why’d you bring her here, then?”

He scoffed. “I don’t know. I don’t know why I’m doing anything anymore.” He looked at me. “Can I get you something?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“How can I make it better?”

“It’s better with you just being here,” I said.

He studied me like he was trying to see if I was lying. I wasn’t.

“I got you some Dramamine for the ride back,” he said.

“I hate Dramamine.”

“Well, I hate that you puked. So. It’s nondrowsy.”

I rolled my eyes. “You throw up in a guy’s car one time—”

“Technically you didn’t throw up in my car. You threw up in my water bottle. You owe me a new one.”

I coughed, laughing, and he cracked a smile.

He would make me take the Dramamine.

I loved that he wouldn’t let me have my way. No, I’m not allowed to drive. No, I’m not allowed to pay. No, I’m not leaving you in a hospital waiting room while your mom’s in surgery.

Mike never told me no. That suddenly felt like a red flag now. Some people-pleasing impulse that kept him from letting me know what he truly thought or who he really was.

I hadn’t realized until now that his confidence was fake. Underneath the bravado, Mike was fragile and insecure—and that was fine. It’s okay to be vulnerable. But he was never vulnerable in front of me like he should be. He never allowed me to help him or understand him. He dodged the questions I asked and frosted over who he was and what he needed.

No wonder I never could be sure about him. I didn’t even know him.

Maybe he didn’t even know himself.

Chris stared out at the floor-to-ceiling bookshelf full of games. “We used to watch movies in here when we were kids,” he said absently. “The adults got the living room. When I started coming up here, all they had were VHS tapes and only two movies: Faces of Death and Anne of Green Gables.”

“That’s quite the selection…” I said.

“Yeah. Then we got a Ouija board and summoned demons in Mike’s room.”

“Ha.” I peered at him. “So this place was the scene of the crime, huh? The deer assault that led to a lifetime of PTSD?”

He let out a sigh. “You’d think I would be over it by now.”

“Time changes things, it doesn’t change people. People have to change themselves.”

We sat in silence.

“I haven’t seen you in a while,” I said.

He nodded, but he wouldn’t look at me. “Are you still doing the secret shops?”

“No, I’m too busy with the graze boards,” I said. “And you? What have you been doing?”

“Nothing,” he said. “I work. Read.”

The reading thing stung.

We always shared what we read. We buddy-read everything. Now he was reading without me? I guess I just thought if we weren’t reading together, that part of his life ceased to exist. But it didn’t. He didn’t need me for anything apparently. Not even that.

He cleared his throat. “There was this one book I think you’d li—”

“No,” I cut him off.

He looked bewildered. “No?”

“I don’t want to hear about it.”

He blinked at me. “Why?”

“I just don’t.”

His face fell. He looked wounded. I didn’t care. He wounded me first.

Knowing that he was reading things without me felt like a betrayal. He’d lost the privilege to discuss books with me. At least those books.

“Are you punishing me?” he joked.

“Would that be a punishment for you?” I asked.

He studied me. “Yeah. It would.”

“Then, yes, I am.”

I felt a crackle of… something. Tension.

This was the closest thing we’d ever had to a disagreement. Not one of the little back-and-forths we got into sometimes, but a real disagreement.

Good.

I wanted to fight with him.

I wanted to accuse him of all the things I was holding against him and make him defend it and explain it. Demand he tell me why he was suddenly too sick to go shopping with me. Make him admit he was ignoring me the last month, while simultaneously thinking enough about me to drive to my apartment and clear snow off my car. I wanted to lay evidence at his feet and dare him to deny it, poke him until he couldn’t lie to me anymore.

“Did you clear the snow off my car?” I asked.

He looked at me blankly.

“Did you?” I asked again. “And if you did, why did you do it? And why didn’t you tell me?”

I watched him swallow. Then he looked back over at the bookshelf.

“I can’t,” he said quietly.

“You can’t what?” I said to the side of his face.

He was quiet for a long moment.

“You owe me two truths and a lie,” I said.

He glanced at me.

“From that day in the park,” I said. “You never gave me yours.”

He gazed at me, his eyes sad. “And I never will.”

We looked at each other and I swear his eyes flickered to my lips.

Why?

Why hadn’t I picked him when I could have? What was it about Mike that eclipsed Chris? Because I couldn’t for the life of me see it now.

“Do you ever think about why we’re attracted to the people we are?” I said quietly.

“Sometimes,” he said. “Sometimes it’s just chemistry and you can’t explain it at all.”

“You can’t explain chemistry?”

“Not really. The thing with chemistry is that we just don’t know much.”

“How is that possible?”

He stared out at the bookcase. “We have theories but very few things have been proven. We know that things ‘are’ but don’t really know why they are. We know that opposites attract—protons attract electrons—but we don’t know the reason. Most of chemistry is based on sound evidence and data, not proof. We have some general rules, but”—he shrugged—“that’s the problem with chemistry.” He looked at me. “You can’t explain it. It just is.”

It just is…

Even if you wish it wasn’t.

We gazed at each other. I studied his handsome face. The soft way his eyes took me in. The cupid’s bow at the top of his lip. How his hair was always just messy enough to look like he hadn’t done anything with it, even though I knew he did.

But the most beautiful thing of all was his heart. He was a good person. Kind. Considerate. Gentle.

And not mine.

He did not belong to me. He never would.

I got up without another word and left him sitting there.

I went to my room. Running now from them both. But when I opened the door, Mike was sitting on the bed. He was in his snow pants, his helmet next to him on the comforter. He stood when he saw me. “Babe…”

“Mike, I don’t want to talk right now.” I edged past him to the bathroom.

He followed me. “Larissa, please.”

I spun on him. “Please what? What, Mike?” I shook my head at him. “You can’t even give me a full twenty-four hours?”

“I just need to know—”

“Need to know what?”

“If you’re gonna stay. I can’t… I can’t stand not knowing. Just please, tell me either way. It’s killing me and I can’t stand it.”

His eyes begged me.

I didn’t want to do this. Not here. Not now. Not trapped in this cabin, not with Chris and Heather kissing in the kitchen and doing things in their room—and why did any of that even fucking matter?

But it did.

Maybe Mike wasn’t the only one lying to himself. Maybe I’d been doing it too. And I didn’t want to do it anymore, didn’t want to do any of this.

I shook my head. “No, Mike. I’m not going to stay.”

I watched him shrink. This tall, strong, virile man withered in front of me.

“Larissa, I can change…”

“Good,” I said. “Then change for somebody else.”
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CHRIS

Wait, slow down, what do you mean?” I said.

We’d been snowmobiling for two hours and had just made it to the bar. Mike was quiet when we left, hadn’t said a word on the ride, and now he was pacing in front of the men’s room telling us Larissa broke up with him.

“Broke up with you? For what?” Jesse asked.

Mike looked stricken. He didn’t answer.

“Just tell me what happened,” I said.

“Bro, you guys were living together for literally five seconds. How could you possibly fuck things up this fast?” Jesse said.

Xavier glanced at me, his face unreadable.

“When did this happen?” I asked.

“Right before we left,” Mike said.

I shook my head. “But why?”

He raked his fingers into his hair and squeezed. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Maybe she’ll take you back?” Jesse said. “Just apologize.”

“I did. It’s over.” Mike scrubbed his hands over his face. “She’s fucking done with me, dude.”

We all made eye contact with one another while Mike stood with his palms to his eyeballs.

“I want a drink,” he said.

“I don’t think that’s the best idea,” Xavier said.

“Me either. We’re on snowmobiles,” I said.

He took his hands from his face. “Fuck it. I don’t care.” Then he turned for the bar.

“Just do a beer!” Jesse called after him. Mike ignored him.

“Damn, the dude’s a mess,” he said, watching him go. “I’ll drive. We’re doubled up anyway.”

I squeezed the bridge of my nose. What the hell was going on?

Larissa was crying, Mike said they were fighting, now they broke up? I looked wearily over at the run-down bar.

“Let’s get over there. He doesn’t need to be getting drunk right now,” I said.

We got to the bar right as Mike was taking a shot.

“Okay, no more,” I said.

“Fuck you,” he muttered.

“Hey…” Xavier said, giving him a disapproving look.

Mike ignored it. “Give me another one,” he said, tapping the counter.

“NO,” all three of us said collectively.

“You’re not my fucking babysitters,” Mike said. “Another one.”

The bartender looked at us, then back at Mike. Then he filled the shot glass again. Mike pounded it and got up.

“I want to play darts,” he said, shoving off the bar. “Who wants to play darts with me?” he asked, raising his voice to the room full of strangers. Nobody answered, so he went over and started playing by himself.

“Why am I thinking he shouldn’t be throwing sharp things right now?” Jesse asked.

“We need to get him back to the cabin,” Xavier said, his voice low.

“With Larissa there?” Jesse asked. “Nah.”

“Maybe I should take her home?” I said.

“That’s probably not a bad idea,” Xavier said.

But getting Mike out of the bar was not in the cards. He refused to leave. We spent the next two hours wrangling him like an unruly toddler. He bounced from darts to the pool table to inserting himself loudly in strangers’ conversations until all three of us were exhausted.

He ordered shots despite our protests until he got obnoxious enough that the bartender cut him off, which made him worse. When he told the bartender to go fuck himself, we finally got kicked out. Then we had to figure out how to get him home.

We were deep in rural Minnesota at a hole-in-the-wall bar on Christmas. It was an hour drive for one of the women to come pick us up in a car, but all of them had been drinking when we left—except Larissa, who wasn’t an option for obvious reasons. So the snowmobile it was. The three of us had to dress Mike in his gear like a child to make sure he didn’t get frostbite on the way back and we put him on Jesse’s rig, thankful he was at least coherent enough to hang on.

I hoped the two hours and frequent water and pee breaks on the trail would sober him up enough to be manageable by the time we got to the cabin.

It wasn’t.

He stumbled into the house, shouting for Larissa. Xavier and Jesse got him into his room and stood sentry outside, while I went straight to tell Larissa and Heather to pack their things. I found them in the hot tub.

“Hey,” I said, sliding open the back door. “We need to head back early. Can you guys pack your things and head to the car?”

The four women looked at me like I’d lost it.

“Uh, it’s Christmas Day?” Becca said. “We’re staying until the first.”

“What’s wrong?” Larissa asked.

I could hear Mike arguing with Xavier down the hall.

“Mike’s a little agitated. I just think it’s better if we go.”

Larissa was already getting out.

“Is everything okay?” Heather asked, following her.

The shouting got louder.

Larissa grabbed a towel and wrapped it around herself and came into the house. “My stuff is in the bedroom.”

Shit.

“Get the fuck off me!” Mike yelled.

Larissa made concerned eye contact with me. Then Mike came down the hall into the kitchen with Xavier and Jesse on his heels. He paused in the doorway and spotted his ex-girlfriend. His face fractured the second he saw her.

I’d seen my best friend heartbroken before. I’d seen him during his parents’ divorce, during breakups. I’d been with him that day in the hospital when the doctor told him he’d never play professionally. I saw all his goals and aspirations and dreams go up in smoke. But I’d never seen him in pain like this.

He looked at her like she’d died. Like his soul had been ripped from his body.

“Babe,” he gasped. “Please…”

Larissa looked at him with wide eyes.

“Please, babe, don’t leave me…” he slurred.

She took a step back. “Mike…”

Xavier grabbed his arm, but Mike shook him off. He pushed past me and cornered Larissa against the counter and put her face in his hands. “I can be better,” he whispered. “Let me try, I promise.”

“Mike, get off me…” she said, a touch of panic in her voice.

He put his forehead to hers.

She tried to wriggle away. “Mike, I mean it, let me go.”

“Hey, Mike, let her go,” I said, putting a hand on his arm.

He ignored me.

“I love you,” he said. “I love you so much. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. What’s wrong with me?”

She pushed uselessly against him. “Mike!”

He pulled her in and kissed her.

Her eyes flew open. He wrapped his arms around her in a bear hug and doubled down, kissing her harder.

She made a frantic noise in the back of her throat and I grabbed his arm. “That’s enough, get off her!”

He was like a vise grip made of rock-solid muscle. I couldn’t move him. Woofarine started snarling and pulling on his pant leg. Jesse and Xavier took him by the elbows and the three of us managed to peel him away, sobbing. The second he let her go, Larissa staggered backward against the kitchen counter catching her breath, and I put myself between her and my wasted best friend. Heather, Samantha, and Becca were coming in, the cold blast of air from the slider blowing through the kitchen while Woofarine barked.

Mike was wailing. Guttural, heartbroken wails.

“Go get you stuff,” I said over my shoulder. “Now. Go now.” Larissa didn’t move. I turned to look at her. She had her fingers on her mouth.

“What?” I asked.

“Did you eat nuts?” Larissa asked, her voice shaking. “My lips are tingling. Mike, did you eat nuts?”

The whole room froze.

Mike didn’t answer. He was in his own universe, tears streaming down his face, too drunk to even comprehend the situation.

I looked at him. He had crumbs on his shirt. Rainbow crumbs.

My heart started to pound.

“Mike, did you eat the macarons?” I asked.

He looked at me with bloodshot eyes. “What?”

“Did you eat the fucking macarons in your room?!”

He just stood there, gasping.

“I’ll go check,” Jesse said, bolting down the hall. He came back a moment later holding the clear packaging. Half the cookies were gone.

No… He’d eaten the damn cookies that he was careless enough to buy her and then he’d fucking kissed her.

The look Larissa gave me was pure terror.

“Where’s your Benadryl and your EpiPen?” I asked, trying to stay calm.

Samantha flew into action. “I’ll find her purse.” She darted down the hall.

Heather ran to her side. “Let’s wash your mouth out. Stay calm,” she said.

She and Becca bent her over the sink and turned on the faucet. I didn’t wait for Samantha. I ran for my luggage. I got my EpiPen and was back in the kitchen in less than ten seconds.

Mike was pacing now, his hands on his head having realized at least to some extent what he’d just done. “Fuck! Fuck fuck fuck!!!”

I pulled a chair up next to the sink and when Heather was done rinsing Larissa’s mouth, she sat her down. Samantha had come back with Benadryl. “I couldn’t find her purse, but this was in the medicine cabinet.”

I poured the pink liquid into the cap, my hands shaking. Larissa took it and swallowed the dose. She looked pale.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

She shook her head.

Splotches.

Hives, popping up on her bare chest and neck. Her lips looked swollen.

Then she started to wheeze. I could hear it even over the noise Mike was making.

She was going into anaphylaxis.

“We’re going to have to give you your EpiPen, okay?” I said.

She nodded, fear in her eyes.

I pulled the cap off the pen. “This is going to be quick,” I said gently.

I put a palm on her bare thigh. Set the nose of the EpiPen against her skin between my thumb and pointer finger. Pressed. Clicked. Held for ten seconds.

Larissa was crying.

I always told myself that I could never touch her. That it would do something to me that I couldn’t undo.

It did.

I set the empty EpiPen on the kitchen counter. I turned slowly to Mike. Then I stalked across the room, pulled my arm back, and punched him in the face.
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LARISSA

I woke up in the front seat of Chris’s car. His jacket was draped over me, and I was using one of his hoodies for a pillow. Woofarine was curled up in my lap.

It was dark outside. Heather was gone.

We never went to the hospital. Well, not inside. I didn’t want to go, couldn’t afford it. I fought Heather and Chris tooth and nail and finally they agreed that if I was still doing okay by the time we got there, I didn’t have to go in.

It had been six hours now since the kiss, and the swelling and hives were almost gone. I was groggy, sore, mentally and emotionally exhausted, and I had a bruise on my thigh from the EpiPen.

Chris asked me if I wanted to file a police report against Mike for assault. I didn’t. I just wanted to leave.

I slept most of the way back, dosed up on Benadryl. I woke up briefly when Chris pulled into a drive-through for food I was too out of it to eat, then again when Heather got dropped off. Now we were pulling up to Mike’s. The last stop.

Chris put the car in park, his headlights shining into the windows of the guesthouse with the stinking carpet.

I didn’t want to go in there. I honestly considered abandoning everything I owned in exchange for never stepping foot in that house again.

I couldn’t believe how much had changed in just a few days. My mom left the state. I was homeless. I broke up with my boyfriend.

I almost died.

I scoffed to myself.

“What?” he said.

“Nothing,” I mumbled. “Heather probably thinks we’re filming a reality show.”

He laughed a little but there was no mirth in it.

“She did triage the entire trip,” he said.

“Well, there’s something to be said about trauma bonding.”

A huff.

Chris stared out the windshield. He looked like a zombie. His knuckles were wrapped in gauze.

That whole chaotic fifteen minutes was still fresh at the front of my cloudy brain. The kiss. The realization I was going into anaphylaxis, the look on Chris’s face.

Mike.

It took almost everyone to yank Chris off him. He’d completely lost it.

And Mike just lay there. He didn’t even fight back. He just covered his face and let Chris pummel him until Jesse and Xavier pulled him off.

We sat in silence, and Chris peered out at the guesthouse. The clock on his dash screen read 11:16 p.m.

“I can’t believe it’s still Christmas,” I said tiredly. “It feels like the longest day in the history of days.”

“I want you to come stay with me,” he said.

I turned to him. “What?”

“I just need you to be where I can take care of you,” he said. “Please. I’m exhausted and slightly traumatized, and I just… I need you to be where I can see you and I know you’re okay.”

“How’s Mike going to feel about that?”

“I honestly don’t care.” He looked me in the eye. “I don’t care about anything anymore.”

I peered at him, at the haggard look on his face. He looked the way I felt. I didn’t know what my next step was going to be, and I was too tired to think about it.

“Okay.”

“I can take you to pick up your car tomorrow,” he said. “We can get your stuff then too.”

“What if he’s home tomorrow? I don’t want to see him—”

“The guys took his keys. They’ll let me know when he’s on his way back. We have time.”

I looked back at Mike’s.

“I need to go in there,” I said. “I want my jewelry box.”

I had no idea what Mike was going to do, mostly because now I realized I didn’t really know Mike. For all I knew, he’d hold my things hostage or try to corner me when I came back for my stuff. Maybe burn it on the lawn in a drunk rampage. There wasn’t much I cared about inside that house. I had my duffel for the cabin with a week’s worth of clothes and all my makeup, my best jacket and snow boots. Mom took the photos with her to South Dakota, and I’d sold most of my furniture. My jewelry box was the only thing I couldn’t live with losing—even if it was Mike who’d given it to me. I loved it too much.

“I can run in and get it,” he said.

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“I’m sure.”

“The carpet smells bad,” I warned.

“He said he ruined it?”

I coughed out a laugh and squeezed my eyes shut.

“What happened?” he asked.

I told him. Everything. When I was done, he somehow managed to look more worn out than he already was.

“You didn’t tell me…”

I gave him a look. “When was I supposed to tell you, Chris?”

He nodded slowly. It was a long moment of silence before he spoke again.

“I should never have brought her,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry for having a girlfriend?” I said.

“I’m sorry for a lot of things.”

Soft snowflakes were starting to come down. They landed gently on the windshield. “We should go,” I said. “I don’t want Janessa or Donna to see us out here.” I didn’t want to explain what was happening. Or worse, have them call Mike.

I picked up my purse from the floor to dig in it for the house keys. Then my hand grazed something familiar. I lifted it out and turned it over, studying it. My EpiPen.

It was unused.

“Didn’t you use my pen?” I asked, looking at him.

“No,” he said, rubbing his forehead.

“Well, whose was it?”

“It was mine.”

“You had an EpiPen? For what?”

He paused. “I just… had one.”

“You bought it?”

Nothing.

I pivoted in my seat to look at him full-on.

“We should go,” he said.

“Chris—”

“It’s not a big deal—”

“It IS. It’s a seven-hundred-dollar medication that you don’t have a prescription for.”

“Heather wrote me one. I don’t want to talk about this right now. We’re both tired. Let’s just get your—”

“No.” I shook my head. “You want me to come stay with you, you tell me the truth. I’m so sick of being lied to.”

“I don’t lie to you—”

“No, you just don’t tell me things.”

He pressed his lips into a line.

“Why is this a secret?” I asked. “Why are you sneaking around throwing away nuts and buying expensive emergency medication and cleaning snow off my car, because I know it was you.”

He didn’t answer. And I was done. Fuck everyone. Even him. I got unbuckled and started to get out.

“Larissa—”

“No!” I spun on him. “Tell me the truth!”

He studied me like he was weighing the pros and cons of calling my bluff.

“Yes,” he said finally. “I did those things.”

“What else.”

“I don’t know—”

“Yes, you do. What else?”

“Lots of things,” he said, throwing up his hands. “All the time. Since the beginning.”

I blinked at him.

“I made Mike pay to fix your car,” he said. “I told him to get you the jewelry box—I bought your Christmas gift because he got you those fucking cookies that he almost killed you with. I carry an EpiPen because the worst possible thing that could ever happen to me is something bad happening to you. I have died every day for almost a year watching him mess up with you over and over again and all I can do are these stupid little things that make your life better or easier or safer… The EpiPen is nothing. The snow is nothing. It’s not even…” He trailed off and wiped a hand down his mouth. “I would do anything for you,” he whispered. “If I had a nut allergy, I’d taste your food to make sure it’s safe and if it wasn’t and I died, I’d die happy because I died protecting you. Do you understand?”

I stared at him, my heart pounding against my rib cage. He looked at me with red, almost apologetic eyes, like he’d just given me bad news. And in a way he had.

All this time… It was him.

And the second he said it, I knew it was true. Like I’d always known but I’d been choosing to believe the lie.

All the things I loved about Mike, the considerate, selfless gestures that pushed me closer to him, endeared me to him, made me think he was a different person than he was. It was Chris. It was always Chris.

And now it never would be.

Do you understand?

I did. I knew exactly what those words meant. What he was telling me without telling me.

My heart cracked into a thousand pieces.

“You should have let me see him for who he was,” I whispered.

“I just wanted you to be happy,” he said, so quietly I could barely hear it.

I looked at him with wet eyes. We gazed at each other over the center console. So much said without saying anything at all.

“I would have been happier with you.”
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CHRIS

I woke up at four thirty after more nightmares. Only these weren’t about Mom or about vague scenarios of Larissa getting hurt. These were flashbacks of the real thing from the day before.

Anxiety pulsed through me, jolted me awake. And then I lay there thinking of every horrible, terrible thing. Hitting Mike. Larissa’s lips swelling. The sound of her wheezing.

The words biphasic anaphylaxis kept running through my head. A delayed allergic reaction.

Larissa was in the guest room across the hall. She’d been fine when she went to bed, and I was ten seconds from getting to her if she needed me. I tried to use this fact to ground myself, but it wasn’t enough.

I wanted to be where I could hear her if she started to wheeze again or called out to me and there were two doors between us—too many.

Over the last ten months I’d learned to live with the unbearable urge to be near her when I couldn’t, but the thought of her being in danger overrode my own will. Like an electric charge zinging under my skin telling me to get to where she was, to claw through walls if I had to. The worst-case scenarios pitched around inside me and no matter how tired I was, they wouldn’t let me go back to sleep.

I was not kidding when I said I was traumatized. I was.

I couldn’t begin to process the events of yesterday.

A large part of it didn’t even feel real. Like it was all some strange fever dream and I’d wake up back at the cabin without scabs on my knuckles.

I don’t know why I told her what I did earlier. I think I was just exhausted and done, and my filter was gone. Or maybe I was simply tired of not saying what I wanted to say. Sick of covering for Mike and pretending and lying to her by omission. And Larissa had said that she would have been happier with me. I should have been relieved that the feelings weren’t entirely one-sided, but I wasn’t. Knowing just made it worse.

There was no happy ending for me. Or anyone.

I sat up and turned on the light, trying to shock my system back into reality. Usually after a nightmare, Woofarine helped, but he’d chosen to sleep with her. Larissa hadn’t been taking him lately, and the absence of his weight at the end of the bed felt wrong.

Everything was wrong.

A shift had happened in me yesterday.

I didn’t know if my friendship with Mike would ever come back from this.

I didn’t know if I wanted it to.

I’d never felt before like maybe we’d outgrown each other. Like maybe Mike was someone I wouldn’t have liked today if I hadn’t known him as long as I had. I kept hanging on to who Mike was for me in a previous life, ignoring who he was now, and I was tired of trying to cling to that.

We’re fed the narrative that you never give up on the ones you love. And I did love Mike. But it wasn’t my job to hold him up while he decided if he wanted to stand or not. To scream at him to change until I lost my voice.

I felt done.

Maybe in a few days, once the initial shock of what happened wore off, I’d feel differently, but for now I was angry. And the anger made me want to never see him again.

I hated what I’d done.

I’d never hit anyone before. I was ashamed even thinking about it.

But I also knew given the same situation, I’d do it all over again the same way. I would tear someone apart for doing half of what he did in that kitchen yesterday.

The image of the fear in her eyes would stay with me forever.

My hand on her thigh, having to hurt her to save her. The way I just wanted to carry her out of there and put her in my car and keep driving and never look back. But I couldn’t. No matter what happened now with Mike, I never could, because even if she wanted me to, even if in some colossal turn of events she wanted me the way I wanted her, I would never be okay with destroying him. And it would. Even telling her what I did was a betrayal.

If Jesse and Xavier knew what I told her, they’d probably never speak to me again, and I wouldn’t blame them. It was no different than if I’d declared my feelings for Becca or Samantha. It was unforgivable.

Even her staying here was not okay, especially now. But for that I just didn’t care.

There were hard boundaries I would never cross, because doing it, no matter how much I wished I could, would go against my own conscience and values. But I would comfort her. I would take care of her in the aftermath of what happened. We’d both been through something terrifying, and right now I didn’t care that her staying here would get side-eye from my friends and their families. Right now I needed to feel safe. I needed her to feel safe. I needed to be still for a while, to keep her still, to recover emotionally and mentally from what we’d both experienced. I could deal with the rest of it later when I was in a better place to wrap my brain around things. And if that pissed anyone off, I didn’t give a shit.

I crawled out of the blankets and got up to check on her. I’d just crack the door, listen for breathing. Give myself some peace of mind that she was still okay and then maybe I could go back to sleep. But when I opened my door, she was coming out of her room.

I blinked at her. “Hey, is everything okay? You’re not—”

“I’m fine,” she said, hugging her arms around herself. “Couldn’t sleep.”

I nodded. “Yeah,” I said quietly. “Me neither.”

Woofarine came out from behind her and plopped tiredly between us, looking up at our faces like he was trying to figure out why his parents were awake before the sun.

Larissa watched me in the dim light of the hallway. She had on a hoodie and some sweatpants. Her hair was tied up in a messy bun. I’d seen her in pajamas before, but this was different.

She was never supposed to be here like this.

My house.

Just the two of us.

Another stolen moment. Something I wasn’t supposed to have.

I cleared my throat. “I was going to check on you,” I said.

She nodded slowly. “You do that a lot.”

I didn’t know what to say to this.

“I was going to check on you,” she said.

“I’m okay—”

“Are you?”

Her eyes dropped to my bandaged hand.

“That had to be hard standing up to him like that,” she said. “And covering for him the way you did. As long as you did.” Her eyes came back up to mine. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“None of this is your fault—”

“Yes. It is. I should have picked better.”

“No. I should have smiled more.”

She gave me a small laugh despite herself.

This tiny acknowledgment of the elephant in the room. I would have been happier with you…

We contemplated each other in the dark.

“How are you feeling?” I asked softly. “Any hives? Wheezing?”

She shook her head.

I reached out and put a hand to her cheek to see if she was flushed. She leaned into it and my heart split down the middle.

I just wanted to hold her. Run away with her. Fix everything in her world and keep her insulated from anything that could harm her.

“I keep thinking my throat’s going to close,” she whispered.

“Do you want me to stay with you?”

She nodded into my palm.

“Okay,” I said quietly. “I can sleep in your room on the floor.”

I kept my hand on her face. Mostly because she didn’t seem to want me to move it and touching her calmed me. She looked up at me with those beautiful eyes. Inches between us. Oceans apart.

I wanted to kiss her. Press my lips softly to her mouth, rest my forehead against hers and whisper that I would protect her and make everything okay. I wanted to end this fucking nightmare, the nightmare of not being with her.

But the nightmare would go on.

After what we’d said in the car, we didn’t discuss what would happen next. Because nothing would happen. We understood that and what’s understood doesn’t need to be explained.

I would love her. She would regret picking Mike. And we wouldn’t ever do more than that because anything more than friends would hurt every single person I cared about. No matter what, whether my friendship with Mike continued after today or not.

I could never kiss her. I could never call her mine or lay with her in the dark.

So I gathered her into a hug and held her instead. Something I wouldn’t have dreamed of doing just twenty-four hours before. It wasn’t that it was okay now. It wasn’t, really, especially after what I’d said to her. It was that I just didn’t care. She needed to be held and I needed to hold her. It wasn’t romantic, wasn’t sexual. This was the friendship. Two people, comforting each other after something traumatizing and scary. I needed to feel her in my arms to remind myself that she was safe, she was with me, she was okay.

Tonight I was operating on some primal instinct, telling me to do what felt good and think about the morality of it later. Like stealing food when you’re starving.

Stealing moments.

She breathed out and I tucked her head under my chin and squeezed my eyes shut.

For now she would be taken care of. I didn’t have to worry about what Mike was doing or not doing. I could make her secure. Make her happy. Help her in any way she needed.

Be her friend.

I could do that without hurting anyone.

Except maybe myself.
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LARISSA


Uh, what are you doing here?” Lexi asked, pausing over her table mid coffee pour.

I’d just walked into Donna’s. It was the day after everything, December 26. I’d taken a rideshare to Mike’s and packed all my belongings in under an hour. Everything I owned was in the trunk of my car.

I snuck out this morning before Chris woke up, tiptoeing over him. He was exhausted and I wanted him to rest, but mostly I didn’t know if I was ready to talk to him in the day about the things said in the night.

It had taken everything in me not to climb down there on the floor and sleep next to him.

Chris calmed me. Just being in the same room as him was like a soft whisper. I wanted to curl up beside him and put my head on his shoulder and let him hold me until we fell asleep—and he probably would have let me. I got the sense he was just as freaked out by yesterday as I was and needed the same thing I did.

But I didn’t curl up with him on the floor. All I could think about was what Mike or Xavier or Jesse would think if they saw us. If they knew I even spent the night at his house.

It was one thing to let Chris help me for a day or two, but I couldn’t stay there. Our feelings for each other aside, the optics were so bad. Mike’s ex living with his best friend? I didn’t want everyone getting mad at Chris, which is why I had to get back to work. I needed to figure out where I was going and how I was going to afford to get there.

Lexi set her coffeepot down. “Girl, did something happen?” she whispered. “I thought you were at the cabin.”

“I’ll call you later,” I said. “I can’t talk about it here. Are there any shifts I can pick up? Is the schedule posted yet?”

I wasn’t on the schedule until after the new year because I requested it off for the cabin, but I was desperate now. I would do anything. Doubles, no days off. And I was going to take as many graze box orders as I could. I needed to save, I needed a safety net.

Lexi nodded over her shoulder. “Donna’s working on it. She’s in the office. Big surprise.” She rolled her eyes.

Usually Janessa made the schedule. But maybe she was off for the holidays?

I came around the counter and made my way to the back.

When I got to the office, I knocked on the doorframe. “Hi,” I said, popping my head in.

My boss stared at me, emotionless.

I had never met a colder person in my life. Mike was a lot of things, but he was warm and friendly and I couldn’t imagine that he got any of that from his mom.

“I was wondering if you need any shifts picked up?” I asked. “I’m back early.”

“Yeah, I know why you’re back. And just in time, too, because we’ve got a new menu.” She leaned over and took something out of the printer and handed it to me. “We start immediately.”

I looked over the new specials.


Peanut butter pancakes, banana walnut french toast, spinach feta frittata with pine nuts—



“What is this?” I asked, lowering the paper.

“What do you mean?” She cocked her head.

I don’t know how long I was frozen there. “I can’t serve this. I can’t use the kitchen if we’re making this. I can’t eat here…”

“Awwwwww.” She put out her bottom lip.

My heart started pounding.

“Is this… Are you… are you firing me?” I asked.

“Of course not. You could get unemployment if I fired you without cause, and we wouldn’t want that. But it sounds like you might need to quit if you can’t complete the job duties.”

I stared at her.

“Donna, I’ve worked here almost two years…” I breathed. “I’m a good employee—”

“I don’t really give a shit. This needs to be a safe place for my son. I don’t really care if it’s a safe place for you.”

I felt a lump rise in my throat. I spun and ran out.

Lexi caught me coming around the corner. “Did she get you on the—”

I shoved the new menu in her hand and left before I gave Donna the satisfaction of seeing me cry.
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CHRIS

When i woke up, she was gone. She left me a note by the coffee maker telling me she didn’t want to wake me and she went to get her stuff. I showered, placed a delivery order for the creamer she liked, and food for the fridge. Put fresh towels in the guest bathroom and set the book I’d wanted her to read on her bed. I was putting the groceries away when my phone rang. It was her.

“Hey—”

“Chris…”

I froze. She was crying.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I just lost my job.”

I blinked into the kitchen. “At Donna’s? For what?”

“She added a bunch of nuts to the menu,” she cried. “She forced me to quit.”

My jaw flexed as she told me everything Donna said.

“Where are you?” I asked.

“I’m just sitting in my car. I have to go do deliveries—”

“No. Come home.”

“I can’t, Chris. I have to work.”

“Not today. Come home.”

There was a moment of silence.

“I need money. I have nowhere to live,” she said. “I can’t stay with you for—”

“You can stay here as long as you want. You can stay here forever. You don’t have to pay rent, don’t have to pay for anything.”

“I can’t do that—”

“You’re going to.”

“Why?”

“Because I want the convenient dog-sitting?”

I managed to get a laugh out of her.

I put the phone to my other ear. “Look, I know it’s hard for you to accept help—”

“How do you know that?”

“Because I know you,” I said.

She went quiet on the other end.

“I want to help you,” I said. “I want you here. This is your home as long as you need one. And I don’t think you should work right now. Just come back and get into something comfortable, read a book, hug your dog. You don’t have to figure it all out today.”

“My bills. I’ll drown, Chris—”

“No, you won’t. I will not let you.”

And I meant it.

With her the answer was yes, even when I didn’t know the question. I would do anything, sacrifice anything to keep my promises to her.

And I would never forget what Donna did.

I felt a chasm split between me and that family. A divide that I would never close. My friends and their people were all I had left, but I would not tolerate anyone mistreating Larissa. It was an offense to myself.

And what an underhanded fucked up way to do it too.

What had Mike said that led to this? Because I couldn’t imagine that if he’d told the truth about getting shit-faced drunk and almost killing his ex-girlfriend that Larissa would be the bad guy here.

It actually made me madder at Mike than I already was.

“Come home,” I said again. “Let me take care of you.”

There was a long moment before she replied. “Okay.”
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LARISSA


I pulled down the visor and wiped my cheeks. I was puffy, splotchy, and I had dark circles under my eyes. Chris had seen me worse. I closed the mirror and drove back to his house.

He was waiting just inside the door when I got there.

He helped me out of my jacket and hung it on the hook while Woofarine bounced at my feet. I got my snow boots off, turned around, took one look at Chris’s gentle expression, and burst into tears.

He held me right there in the entry while I sobbed into his shoulder.

I couldn’t catch my breath.

I still wasn’t feeling good from the epinephrine and allergic reaction yesterday, and I hadn’t slept well. I was swinging from one crisis to the next with no end in sight. I was tired down to my core.

I never got a break.

I started every day forced to reassemble the shattered pieces of the day before. I never got to feel truly safe and secure and stable because the bad things never stopped happening. And the scariest thing of all was that for the first time in my life, I felt like giving up. Like the inner drive that propelled me forward, the only thing that kept me alive, and housed and fed, was finally exhausted.

“Hey, shhhhhh…” He smoothed my hair.

“What am I going to do?” I hiccupped.

“You’re not going to do anything. You just be still for a few days.”

“I can’t. I can’t ever stay still, I can’t ever stop moving.”

“Hey, look at me.” He pulled away and tipped my chin up. “You’re going to be okay,” he said softly. “We’re going to rest. Read, watch TV. That’s it. That’s all we’re doing for the next twenty-four hours.”

“And then what?” I sniffed.

“And then we’ll talk about it. Figure it out. Maybe we can make soup. I’ll chop whatever horrible painful vegetable you want.”

He got a laugh-cry out of me.

“I’m making you lunch,” he said. “Go get into something warm.”

I gazed at him. His steady expression, those warm brown eyes. The look he was giving me felt closer than a hug. Like some boundary that had been firmly in place since the day I met him had disintegrated overnight.

My brain was glitching. I was sad and reeling and panicked. But Chris was right: I didn’t need to figure it out today. So I nodded reluctantly and he let me go.

When I came out ten minutes later, I sat on the sofa and he gave me a blanket and handed me a coffee. He made it the way I liked it. It had my creamer in it. Chris drank black coffee. He must have gotten it while I was gone.

I wondered how many considerate little things over the last ten months had really been Chris’s doing when I thought it was Mike. Things I maybe didn’t even notice at all but that left me more comfortable, or safer, or less upset because of them.

I couldn’t stop thinking about it. The memories bubbled up now that I knew what to look for.

Him turning on the radio when driving to the hospital with Mom.

A new sponge at the lake house.

A plate of nut-free food materializing at a party.

How he’d whisked me away that same night because Mike was drinking—how bad had it actually been? Lying on pee-soaked carpet bad?

Something told me it had been.

And it was more than just the tangible things. I knew it was. More than the EpiPen and the hydroplanter and the jewelry box. It was probably advice and guidance too. He probably made Mike a better human in ways I’d never know.

And I wanted to know.

I wanted to watch the last ten months in the third person. Assign credit where it was due to the man who deserved it so I could decide how to feel about it. But right now I couldn’t even begin to process. So I pet my dog, made an active attempt to de-escalate myself. Drank my coffee, let the sound of Chris moving around the kitchen calm me, and the doom loop in my head started to quiet down.

I was already feeling a little better by the time Chris sat next to me with two bowls of mac and cheese. “Thank you.” I stared at the food for a moment. “I cannot believe this is my life,” I whispered.

“You hate mac and cheese that much?” he said, taking a bite and smiling at me.

“Ha. You know what I mean.”

“You still have the graze boards,” he said. “Do it full-time, use the kitchen.”

I sniffled. “I can’t. You don’t have the room. Not for the amount of orders I’d need to do to make a living off it.”

“How much room does it take?” he asked.

I poked at the noodles. “I need table space to do the boxes in an assembly line. I need racks for dry storage, refrigerators—”

“How many refrigerators?”

I shrugged. “I filled Donna’s side-by-side every week, and I’d need to do twice the volume to replace all my other jobs. Your whole living room and kitchen would have to be converted to production space to make it work.”

“Okay. What about opening a storefront?”

I laughed dryly. “Well, first of all, I have no credit. Not yet. But even if I did, I couldn’t afford the build-out.”

He ate while he thought about it. “What about doing big events?”

“Like what?”

“Like the table at the pool party.”

I’d love to. One large order to deliver instead of fifty small ones for the same price. Three or four of those tables a week and I’d be making really good money.

I’d thought of doing full graze tables before, but I just never had the time to pull it all together. It was harder to sell than the boxes. I’d have to advertise. A lot. Update the website, figure out a pricing scale. It would take me a few weeks to get that all up. And I’d need pictures. That was the thing that really held me back. It was like the chicken and the egg. Most people wouldn’t spend two thousand dollars on a graze table unless they could see pictures of the caterer’s previous setups, so I’d never gotten any orders for any. And I couldn’t afford to make a fake setup just to get photos. A graze table was made up of hundreds of dollars’ worth of food, the mock-up alone was more than I could afford.

“It would work,” I said. “But I don’t have the startup money for that either. And if I did manage to pull it off, it could be months before I get any orders and start making anything.” I let out a deep breath. “I think I just need to give it up. Maybe I should just find another waitressing job. A place with a bar.” I grimaced.

He shook his head. “No, you’re not giving it up. I’ll help you. How much do you need?”

I gave him a look. “No.”

“How much?”

“Chris, no—I can figure it out myself.”

He peered at me with those gentle eyes. “I know you can. But let me help you anyway.”

I studied him while he waited for me to answer.

“I’d need wooden boards and some nice plates,” I said. “Everything for the boxes are disposable, but for a graze table I’d need permanent fixtures to display the food. That’s going to be most of the cost. For the mock-up I’d need flowers, the meat and cheese, fruit—enough to serve at least twenty-five to look impressive enough… A thousand dollars?”

“I can give you that.”

I shook my head. “No. I am not taking money from you.”

We had a little stare-down. He took a careful bite of mac and cheese and chewed it while I watched his brain working.

He swallowed. “What if…”

“What if what?”

“What if you pay me back?”

He wouldn’t let me pay him back. I knew this without even thinking about it, it was a trick.

“Look,” he said. “There’s never going to be a better time to try this. The universe made the decision for you—rewrite the script. Don’t go back to waitressing. Pick a different door.”

My eyes roamed his face. His earnest expression. He really wanted to do this. He genuinely wanted to help me—but then he always had, even when I didn’t know it.

Every man I’d ever trusted had let me down. All of them except for one.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll try it. But I won’t borrow money from you. I’ll let you co-sign on a loan. If you’re willing.”

“Is it because I won’t let you pay me back?”

“Yes, it one hundred percent is.”

He coughed out a laugh. “Okay. We’ll go to the bank tomorrow.”

He went back to eating and I sat there and watched him, my bowl in my lap. He turned on the TV and flipped through the channels as an ache bloomed in my chest. It crept through my body like a slow-moving flood, the words he said last night floating on the top.

Do you understand…

I did.

In fact, it was the only thing in a really long time that actually made sense.

This man loved me.

Many men had claimed to, but this is what love looks like. And I was almost glad that I’d been shown what love isn’t my whole life so I’d know what it was when I finally saw it.

I set my bowl on the table and climbed into his arms. He didn’t even pause. He folded around me, and I held on to him with my eyes squeezed shut and he drew me in closer and anchored me. He’d just gotten out of the shower. I could smell the soap he used, and he was wearing the hoodie I’d worn that one time. I knew how it felt to wear it and now I knew how it felt to be held by him when he had it on, and all I could think sitting on this couch in his arms was that I loved him too.

This feeling wasn’t fragile. It wasn’t the wisp of a thing I’d felt for Mike. It was roots and trunk and branches reaching to the sky. It was under and over and in the middle and it had been growing longer than I’d even realized.

I was too spent to unravel it, to decide what it meant, or what I should do about it. I just knew that I felt it. I was reduced to the barest bones of myself, broken and on the verge of giving up. Everything was bad, everything ruined.

Maybe that’s how you learn truths about yourself, when you’re withered down to nothing so it’s easy to see what’s left. And Chris was it. He was the sliver of light coming through a crack in the door in a dark room. The scent of home, a soft landing, a port in the storm. The only person in the world I trusted to catch me when I’m falling. And how can you not love someone who’s that? You can’t help it even if you want to.
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CHRIS

Larissa had been staying at my house for over a week. We ate all our meals together, spent almost every minute hanging out.

It was the happiest I’d been, maybe in my whole life. And somehow the saddest I’d ever been too.

I hadn’t talked to Mike.

Xavier texted me updates letting me know Mike had come back from the cabin a few days ago. He’d come home with a black eye and a mild concussion from when I’d hit him, to find Larissa moved out.

I’d thought about texting him. Then I remembered how he’d almost killed her and how Donna had treated her after, and I changed my mind.

I focused instead on getting Larissa set up with what she needed. We got the small business loan and we’d spent the past week shopping for boards and plates for her graze table mock-up. We went to antique stores and boutiques and consignment shops looking for the perfect ones for the vision she had. Then I’d take her to lunch somewhere, a new place she hadn’t tried with a safe menu. At night we cooked together. Read.

Talked.

We talked for hours sometimes. And then when we went to bed, we’d text from our rooms. I could hear her laughing through the wall.

Last Thursday, New Year’s Eve, we went shopping and got the charcuterie meats and fruits and cheeses she needed. Then we spent the evening on the sofa together rolling salamis into roses and watching Times Square on TV. When the ball dropped, she hugged me and kissed me on the cheek. I still felt it, days later. Like her lips left a tincture on my skin.

I was not free to love her. But at least now I was free to take care of her. I could help her and didn’t have to hide it or pretend it was someone else doing it. I could spend time with her and look at her and be what she needed.

I was in the kitchen, making eggs for us while Larissa was in the shower. We were going thrifting later to find more plates. I was standing over the stove when the phone rang.

It was Mike.

I stared at the screen, debating whether to answer. Whether I was ready to hear what he had to say.

“Hello,” I said, picking up after the fourth ring.

There was a long silence and I thought I’d answered too late. “Hey,” he said finally.

He sounded bad. Not drunk. Just bad.

I turned off the flame, moved the pan from the burner, and went to the garage.

“I’ve been wanting to call you,” he said.

I nodded like he could see me. I shut the door behind me and sat on the steps, looking at the side of my car.

“You all right?” he asked.

“Fine.”

“Is she okay?”

“She’s fine too,” I said.

“She’s staying with you?”

“She is.”

“Good,” he said. “Thanks.”

Another silence.

“My mom said she quit the café—”

I scoffed. “Is that what she said? Your mom put nuts on the menu. Larissa didn’t have a choice.”

“Wait… what?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you sure—”

“I’m very sure,” I said.

I could feel the tightness through the phone. “I didn’t know she did that. I’m not okay with that.”

“No? Because it felt like you told her that Larissa deserved it.”

“I didn’t tell her shit. She saw Larissa in the cameras getting her stuff from the house, she asked me, and I told her we broke up, that’s it. You think I want my mom knowing why she fucking left?” His voice cracked the tiniest bit. He took a moment to recover. “I’m gonna talk to her,” he said.

“Yeah? Talk to Janessa, too, while you’re at it. Make sure you ask them both how they treated her the whole time you two dated.”

“What do you mean? They were nice to her. Mom let her use the kitchen—”

“Right. What do I know.”

It was shorter than he deserved and meaner, too, but he took the jab. Then we fell into nothingness again.

“How’s your hand?” he asked after a time.

“How’s your face?”

“Bad. I wish you would have hit me harder.”

He did manage to get a smile out of me, even if it didn’t reach my eyes.

“Can I come over?” he asked. “To see her.”

“No.”

“Can you tell her something for me?” he asked.

“Tell her yourself.”

“She blocked me.”

“Then that’s your answer,” I said.

A long pause. “Okay. I deserve that. That’s fair.”

We sat there not speaking for a long beat.

The garage door opened behind me and Larissa peeked out. “There you are—Oh, you’re on the phone,” she whispered. “Sorry. I’ll finish breakfast.” She went back inside and shut the door.

Mike heard her. I could feel it through the line.

I knew what it was like to be on that side of the call. To hear her voice on the other end. It’s what longing felt like.

I didn’t envy him the feeling, even if he did deserve it.

“You’re sure she’s good?” he said, his voice thick.

“She’s good.”

“Does she need money or—”

“No.”

She did, but she’d never take it from him. She barely took help from me.

Another ocean of silence.

“You told me,” he said quietly. “You told me so many times and I don’t know why I just didn’t fucking listen. And I want you to know that I’m getting help for it. Okay? And I’m sorry. You had every right to hit me. I know you and I know you feel bad about it and I don’t even want you to, all right? It was all my fault and I know it.”

I stared at the concrete garage floor between my feet.

“If she ever needs anything, please let me know. I’ll get it for her,” he said. “She doesn’t need to know it’s from me. Anything she needs.”

I scoffed inside.

Now he was the one who wanted to take care of her in secret.

He cleared his throat. “I love you, brother. I just wanted to call to say that.”

I squeezed my eyes shut. “Okay.”

“We’ll hang out soon, yeah? Get you back on those weights.”

“Sure,” I said, knowing I didn’t mean it.

We hung up.

I sat there for a moment. The motion sensor light in the garage turned off and I stayed there in the dark.

This was a breakup.

Not the one between him and Larissa, the one between me and Mike.

My mind hadn’t changed in the time I’d had to think about it. The friendship as we knew it was over. It was worse than a divorce because it was all I ever knew. There was no “before” Mike.

I was in unfamiliar territory. The ground slipping from under me, the foundation of my life, disintegrating. Mom and Dad dead, my friend group scattering. Xavier was gone and Jesse was always with Becca. I hardly ever hung out with him without Mike anyway.

I was done with Donna and Janessa, too, which meant Tony by default and probably the Maddox family as well because they were Mike’s cousins, not mine. They’d still invite me to the parties, but it wouldn’t feel right going if I wasn’t going with Mike. I’d miss Benny and Jane’s wedding. No more Thanksgiving at Mike’s house. No Christmas or summer at the cabin. I grew up there and I wouldn’t see it again, and I didn’t even want to. It was the scene of a crime now.

This was a pivotal point in my life and I knew it in real time.

I was floating. Drifting around on the wind, nothing to anchor me but her.

And she was enough.

If Larissa was the only friend I had left in this world, I could live with that, because the reality was it had already been that way for a while.

Mike stopped being my best friend a long time ago. At some point it shifted and I became his keeper instead.

She was my best friend.

And I was only realizing it now because it never occurred to me that anyone could ever take that spot from Mike. It was a truth almost as old as I was, something I didn’t even question. And maybe I should have. Because I’d been lonely for a very long time.

When I went back inside, Larissa was at the stove plating the eggs. “Who was that?” she asked.

“Mike.”

I saw her tense. “He’s not going to come here or anything, is he?” she asked, handing me a plate.

“No,” I said, taking it.

“Because I know it’s your house and he’s your best friend and—”

“He’s not coming here.”

She leaned against the kitchen counter. “Okay. I don’t know why, but the thought of seeing him makes me feel like throwing up.”

“Should I get my water bottle?”

She gasped and it broke the tension a little. Then her face went serious again. “Chris, I really don’t want to be the reason you and Mike are weird.”

“We’re weird because he made it weird,” I said. “He’s not my priority right now.”

“And what is?”

“You,” I said, without even thinking about it.

“Christopher… You don’t need to do everything you’re doing,” she said. “I appreciate it but it’s a lot.”

I set my plate on the table and turned to her. “I’ve been doing a lot of thinking. About what you told me that night we did the secret shops, that you lost your voice screaming at your dad to change.”

I paused, trying to think about how I wanted to say this.

“I felt responsible for my mom for a long time. I felt responsible for Mike—”

“And now you want to be responsible for me?”

“No. I want to help you be responsible for yourself. I want you to be so successful you don’t need me or anyone ever again.”

“You don’t want me to need you?” she asked.

“No.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s what you want,” I said simply. “That’s what makes you feel safe. And it’s what you do for people you care about. You lift them up and help them be the best version of themselves. I thought for a long time that’s what I was doing for Mike, but I wasn’t. I was just enabling him, pouring myself into a cup with a hole in the bottom and it’s just—”

“Draining?” she said.

“Yes,” I said quietly. “Draining.”

She hugged her arms around herself and we fell into silence.

“My mom’s like that,” she said, after a time. “Draining.”

I nodded slowly. Yeah, I could see that.

“I’m so scared of being my mom,” she whispered.

I shook my head. “You could never be your mom.”

“No? Because I chose the same kind of man she always does.”

“That doesn’t make you her. You get to make mistakes. You don’t choose it if you change it. And anyway, Mike lied about who he was. And I’m sorry for any part I played in that.”

She nodded and looked away from me. “I understand why you did it,” she said.

I studied her. “You do?”

“Yeah. I probably would have done the same thing. It’s a thin line between helping and hurting sometimes.” Her eyes came back to mine. “And you get to make mistakes too.”

I smiled a little. I was glad she said it, to be absolved of some of the guilt. As for Mike and Mom, I loved them, but I wasn’t willing to blame myself for their outcomes. Not anymore.

You can’t love someone more than they love themself.

Unless of course it was her.

I could love Larissa no matter what. That was out of my control.

We watched each other. Her leaning on the counter and me standing by the table.

I could swear for a split second that her eyes dropped to my mouth.

Maybe they did.

I would have been happier with you.

She turned and went to serve herself breakfast and the moment passed. I sat down to eat, pretending I was fine. But I wasn’t. Not really.

I meant what I said: I didn’t want her to need me. I wanted her to want me. It wasn’t the same thing.

But even if she did, it wouldn’t matter.
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LARISSA

This looks badass,” Lexi said, scrolling through the pictures of the graze tables on my phone. We were at a boba place in Brooklyn Park. It was the first time I’d seen my best friend in over a month. I’d been busy and she got two new jobs on the other side of town.

Lexi walked out of Donna’s about three minutes after I did and the cook she was dating went with her. Donna and Janessa had to start waiting tables again since they were down half their staff. It made me feel vindicated every time I thought about it.

“Thanks. So do you like the new restaurants?” I asked, sipping my boba.

She gave me a one-shoulder shrug. “My morning job is Pancake Disco. Closer to my house at least. And the night one has a bar. Tips are better. To be honest, I only stayed at Donna’s as long as I did because you worked there.”

I gave her a soft smile.

“Chris did this with you?” she asked, zooming in on a graze board photo.

“He did.”

Chris poured every moment he had into helping me with this right up until his vacation was over and he had to go back to work. Then he helped me when he got home and on his days off.

I got business cards made to leave on the tables for any event I might get to do. And I came up with a name: Board & Sweet, nut-free grazing by Larissa.

We made six graze tables. We reused the same meat and cheese on all of them to save money. It was almost rancid by the time we got all the pictures we needed, as the whole photo staging took a week to pull off.

We did the tables in different locations. One on Chris’s neighbor’s marble kitchen countertop, another one in an event room in a hotel that one of my old customers worked at. We had to set it up at 9:00 p.m. after their last event had cleared out, which sucked because Chris and I didn’t get home that night until after midnight, but it was worth it. The chairs in the background still had the fancy covers on them from the wedding, which made it look like I’d catered a real event. The last three we did in the living room and took tight shots so you couldn’t tell where we were.

I styled them all differently. Used different flowers, different colored cupcakes. And I paper quilled something for each of them. The quilling was an extra step. It took me hours to do each one, but it made my tables special and different from anything else that was out there. I’d charge extra for it, but it could be personalized to the event and they got to keep the decoration.

I priced out each table for twenty-five, fifty, and seventy-five people, with a contact option to message me for a quote for larger parties.

This morning I’d emailed all my previous graze board and snackle box customers a link to the new website. All the people who’d bought things from me over the years who would hopefully consider me for their next special event.

Now I waited.

And the waiting was terrible.

The cost of everything came in at twice what I thought it would. Almost two thousand dollars—and Chris co-signed for all of it.

The dessert and sandwich tables were not in my original plans, but when I told Chris my ideas and showed him the tiered sandwich setups from my vision board, he wanted me to have it. He said if we were going to do it, we should do it right and that more options meant more orders. Then, like he wasn’t already doing enough, I came home from doing deliveries a few weeks ago to find a wall of wire racks off the kitchen. He’d filled the living room with folding tables for graze table production and bought two extra fridges for the garage. I didn’t even want to think about how much he’d spent and of course he wouldn’t tell me. But it changed everything.

Now that I had what I needed, I was able to do graze boards full-time out of the house—and I could barely keep up with the demand. Since I didn’t have to pay rent, I was finally paying off my bills. My dad’s bills, but still.

Chris believed in me in a way that I could never believe in myself. And it actually did make me believe in myself. Like maybe he saw something I didn’t.

For the first time, I felt stable, because Chris was there to catch me if I fell off the tightrope I was walking. He wasn’t shaking the line like everyone else always did. He drove me to do deliveries when he wasn’t at work and when he was, he made me trade him and take his car because it was safer. He replaced my tires and didn’t even tell me—probably because he knew I wouldn’t let him. There was never a time that I got into either vehicle and it didn’t have a full tank of gas. He treated the idea of me stopping at a gas station like it would be an assault on his very character.

He thought ahead for me. Always. He knew what I needed before I needed it. And I loved it.

I loved it all.

Coming home to him. Him coming home to me. Staying up late talking, sharing space, sharing our lives.

And the ache lived inside of me now.

I never got a break from it. I felt it when I looked at him while he sat on his side of the sofa reading or when he was driving me to do deliveries. I felt it when I held one of his hoodies to my nose when he wasn’t home to see. I felt it when he woke up in the morning and he was a little scruffy, standing in the kitchen in his plaid pajamas making me breakfast and again after he got ready for work and I watched him leave.

Sometimes when he went to work, I missed him so much I drove there to take him lunch, just to have an excuse to see him. And when his eyes would light up when he saw me, that ached too.

This was what I never felt for Mike.

This was the thing that I kept trying to manufacture. Only with Chris it was real.

And there was nothing we could do about it. I wouldn’t hurt him by pursuing him and subjecting him to the loss of everyone he cared about, and he wouldn’t hurt Mike by pursuing me because that’s who Chris was. So it would be nothing, no matter what we wanted.

Lexi sipped her drink while she scrolled through my graze table photos. “You know Mike’s not talking to his mom, right?”

I cocked my head. “He’s not?”

“Nope. Because of how she did you. Janessa too. And word on the street is that he’s moving out of the guesthouse too. He’s been working for Tony full-time, quit the gym thing. I think you changed that dude’s brain chemistry.”

“Well, good.”

“Have you talked to him?”

I shook my head. “No. I’m not ready.”

I was glad he was doing something with himself though. And I did appreciate that he’d stood up for me to his mom. That meant a lot.

“Chris just texted you,” she said, handing me back my phone.

I read the message.


Chris: Three guesses for why our dog is soaking wet?



There was a picture of Woofarine sitting next to an open toilet looking like a drowned rat.

I laughed at my screen.


Me: Nooooooo



He sent an upside-down emoji and I cracked up.

“So what’s up with Chris?” she asked, watching me grin at my phone.

“Not much,” I said, putting my screen face down.

“I literally don’t know how you’re not having sex with that dude. I find acts of service so fucking attractive.”

I huffed. “Same. It’s not like that though,” I said, stirring my drink.

She gave me a look. “Girl, be so for real. That guy’s so into you.”

“I don’t want to be the reason Chris loses all his friends after he just lost his mom, Lexi.”

“Is he even talking to Mike?”

“No. But that’s not the point. He doesn’t want to hurt him. I don’t want to hurt him either. He wasn’t doing well mentally before we broke up, he’d probably go off the rails if Chris and I ever…” I trailed off. “I just can’t.”

“Do you want to though?”

I let out a long breath. “Yeah,” I said. “I do.”

I had to try not to think about it.

The truth was, I thought about it constantly anyway.

I kissed him on the cheek on New Year’s and I swear I could still feel his skin against my mouth a full month later.

I fantasized about him. I imagined crossing the hall and climbing between his sheets in the middle of the night just to see what would happen.

He looked so cute in his white lab coat at the pharmacy. It was ridiculous how much I liked it. I got jealous every time he kissed the dog. I was a mess.

“Hey, did I tell you about the loyal husband video thing I saw?” she said.

“No…”

“This therapist listed the three careers that are least likely to cheat. Accountant, farmer, and pharmacist.” She pursed her lips at the last one.

“Doesn’t even surprise me.” I took a sip of my boba. “Why farmers, you think?”

“’Cause they don’t want anyone getting half their farm?”

I cracked up.

“He is loyal,” I said. “I could never imagine him cheating.”

“Is he a good roommate?” she asked.

“So good. You know what happened the other day?” I said.

She poked at her ice. “What?”

“I fell asleep on the sofa. When I woke up, Chris had put my phone on the charger and covered me with a blanket.”

“Aww, cute.”

“Yeah. The weird thing is, I don’t take naps. Ever. I can’t. I feel like I can’t stop moving when there’s work I could be doing, and now suddenly I can stop and it’s so weird. It’s not even like I have less to do because I’m so busy with the business.”

“You’re out of survival mode,” she said, talking around her straw.

I blinked at her. “What?”

“You’re out of survival mode, babe. The cortisol has stopped pumping. The caveman lizard brain has turned off. Your body has marked you safe from round-the-clock consciousness.”

I sat back in my seat. “Oh my God…” I breathed. “I think you’re right.”

“That dude’s got you relaxed. Imagine how relaxed you’d be with a good old-fashioned dicking down.”

I choked.

“He’s gotta be thinking about it too,” she said.

“Don’t even tell me that,” I mumbled. “If I think about him thinking about me, I’m going to catch fire.”

She laughed.

“I don’t know how much longer I can live with him,” I said, almost to myself. “It’s not healthy.”

“Do you like living with him?”

“Yeah. I really do. There isn’t anything about him that I don’t like.”

“Could you?” she said. “Move out if you wanted to?”

I looked at her over the table. “You know what? Yes. I could.”

I’d officially recovered my credit. It wasn’t great yet—I still had to build it up—but my dad’s debt had finally fallen off and it was enough to get me in the door for a lease. I was making enough money doing graze boards that I could afford my own apartment if I wanted one. And comfortably.

For the first time in my life, I was not pigeonholed by poverty into living with someone I didn’t want to live with. I had the choice. It’s the thing I’d tried explaining once to Mike, the thing that Chris seemed to innately understand.

This is what love looks like.

It’s lifting someone up even if you know it means they can get out.

“There is literally nowhere else I want to be and nobody else I want to be with,” I said.

“So it’s finally smash,” she said, smiling around her straw.

I played with the paper label on my cup. “It’s like we both know and acknowledge that there’s something there, but we can’t do anything about it.”

“Have you guys talked about it?”

“Not really,” I said. “Not after that first night. Maybe one day, when all of this with Mike is behind us and he’s moved on… I don’t know. I just can’t ever picture everyone being okay with it.”

My phone vibrated on the table. I picked it up thinking it was going to be Chris again with another Woofarine update. It wasn’t. I sat up straight.

“What?” Lexi asked.

I shook my head, grinning. “Nothing.”

Chris deserved to hear it first.
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CHRIS

When i heard the key in the lock, Woofarine dove off the couch cushion to meet her and I immediately sat up and smiled at the door.

Larissa came in beaming. “You will not believe what just happened,” she said, peeling off her jacket.

“What?”

“I got a graze table order!”

I brightened. “You did?”

“They want three,” she said, hanging up her coat. “One for an engagement party, a smaller one for the rehearsal dinner, and then a big one for the wedding to serve a hundred and fifty!”

I grinned at her and got up.

She practically bounced while I crossed the room.

“This is like a whole month of income,” she said. “You know what this means? People will take my business cards off the table. And I’ll have more pictures.”

She put her hands over her mouth.

I came in and hugged her.

I hadn’t touched her since the hug I gave her a month ago at New Year’s, when I got the kiss on the cheek. But I held her now so tightly I could barely breathe.

I was so proud of her.

“I’ll be able to pay the loan back,” she said, her chin over my shoulder.

“Thank God.”

She laughed and pulled away to look at me. Her eyes were sparkling.

I would co-sign two thousand dollars and roll two thousand salami roses all over again every day to see that look on her face.

“I knew it would happen,” I said.

She laughed a little.

“I have an idea to celebrate,” I said.

“What?”

“How about I take you for a book haul.”

She gasped.

“You get two minutes to grab as many books as you can carry,” I said.

“Are you serious?”

“Totally.”

“I could just swipe books into a basket and you’d buy them,” she said.

“That is correct.”

She gave me a look. “Christopher, I could do a lot of damage in two minutes. I don’t think you understand how strong I am. I can carry a lot of books.”

“Good.”

“Do I get to scope the store out before the clock starts?” she asked.

“Sure.”

She clapped her hands happily.

I shook my head. “I love how you won’t take my money but you’ll bankrupt me at a bookstore.”

“Totally different thing,” she said.

“Is it though?”

“It is. The books are for us.”

I gazed at her.

Us.

I liked that word so much. Even if it didn’t mean what I wished it did.

Two hours later we were parked in front of a Toilet King billboard eating tacos from a food truck in a hardware store parking lot.

“Admit it, you’re impressed,” she said, smiling while she took a sip of her soda.

“I vastly underestimated your upper-body strength.”

She’d grabbed six hundred dollars’ worth of books. In two minutes.

Contrary to how much I’d been spending lately, I did not actually have a bottomless bank account. I made decent money and thanks to my parents I didn’t have student loans. I did have a mortgage though and a car payment and other bills.

Mom had left me a small inheritance when she died. That’s what I was currently using for Larissa’s startup expenses and the haul. It was worth it.

Mom would have loved the money going to this.

Sometimes when I let myself focus on other things, when I got distracted like I did when I was with Larissa, I forgot that Mom wasn’t here. It felt like I could pick up the phone and call her. Tell her about Larissa.

Tell her about Mike.

What would she think of all this?

Mom used to always say that most of us live normal, unremarkable lives for most of our lives. It’s in those rare small moments when we’re called to action that define us. What would she say about what was happening between me and Mike? Or about what I was doing for Larissa. Was I a good person or a bad one? Good for doing what was right for Larissa. Bad for feeling the way I do, even if the only thing I did with that was make her life better.

But even the good I did for Larissa didn’t entirely outweigh the bad. Because if it wasn’t for the way I felt after the way he’d treated her, I’d still be friends with Mike. And I don’t think that made his life better.

Who really knows what’s the best or worst thing you’ve ever done? Because you’re not always there to see how big the ripple gets.

Sometimes some small decision, some little unkindness could be the tiny stone to break the dam in someone’s soul, causing the flood that drowns them. I didn’t ever want to be the reason for someone’s flood. I didn’t want to drown Mike. But it was getting harder and harder with every day I spent with Larissa to not feel like I wasn’t drowning myself trying to honor what I felt was right by him.

If not for Mike, I would have kissed her a hundred times by now. Asked her on a thousand dates.

I wished there were a world where nobody existed but us. Where nobody could be hurt by anything we did.

Larissa nodded to the tree line by the parking lot. “Deer.”

I locked the doors and she laughed.

“You are too much,” she said, taking a bite of her taco.

“Still?” I said, looking back and forth between her and the window. “After the near-death experience last year?”

“All animals are protective of their babies,” she said.

“I’d rather meet a bear in the woods,” I said, putting my straw to my mouth.

“Ha. We should do that walk again, but with supplies this time.”

“No grape blood water?” I asked.

“Maybe a little? Just for tradition?”

I chuckled.

“How was work today?” Larissa asked in between bites.

“I had a lady come in looking for Imodium. She said she had to poop so bad on the way over she put on the hazards because she didn’t know what else to do.”

She grimaced. “I hate to say it, but sometimes I think my job is better than yours.”

“Oh, you mean nobody tried to bribe you with cheese curds for Percocet today?”

I smiled at the sound of her laughter.

“These are good,” she said, nodding at the food in her lap.

“Yeah. One of my favorite taco trucks.” I glanced at her. “I would have probably taken you here that night after the concert, you know.”

“Oh, great, I missed out on even more?” she said.

“Your fault for picking the guy who looks like an underwear model,” I said, squeezing lime over my carne asada.

“Would you have asked me out that night?” she said. “If I’d gone with you?”

I shook my head. “No. Definitely not. I probably wouldn’t have even asked for your number. Too shy.”

“So you would have given me the best tacos of my life and then just vanished after you dropped me off?” she teased.

I gave her an amused look. “Would you have gone out with me? If I asked?”

“After these tacos? Yes.”

“Ha.”

She finished her food and balled up her napkin. “I wasn’t really looking to date. But yeah, I probably would have gone out with you. I would have liked you.”

“I wouldn’t have asked. I was dealing with the stuff with my mom. And I would have been too intimidated.”

She guffawed. “Stop.”

“It’s one thing to offer you a ride home, it’s something else to ask you on a date. It would have felt too important and I would have chickened out.”

“You would have asked me,” she said dismissively. “If we went for tacos and we were hitting it off. And how intimidating could I be? I didn’t even have shoes.”

I cracked up. “No. But I would have gone into Donna’s hoping to see you. I would have gone in just to see you. I would have gotten the courage to ask you. Eventually.”

“And now look, you have no problem bossing me around.” She tilted her head. “See how far you’ve come?”

I made an indignant sound. “I don’t boss you around.”

“Christopher, I’m not even allowed to drive my car.”

“That is for your safety. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you,” I said, taking the last bite of my taco.

“So you’ve said.” She rested her head on the seat to look at me. “I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to you either.”

I gave her a soft smile.

“I would have found you online or something after you dropped me off and followed you,” she said. “Slid into your DMs.”

“Really?”

“Oh yeah. The hard-to-get thing would have made me want you more.”

“Ha.”

“You intimidated me too,” she said.

I pulled my face back. “Me? How?”

“Because I know how smart you are.”

“You’re just as smart as me,” I said. “Smarter.”

She gazed at me. “I wouldn’t be anywhere near where I am if it wasn’t for you.”

“You were always going to be something,” I said. “It just would have taken longer.” I balled up my napkin now too. “But I will take credit for being a very savvy businessman with an eye for good investments.”

“Stop it,” she laughed.

We smiled at each other. Then the corners of her lips dropped the tiniest bit. “Can I see your hand?” she asked. Then she reached for it.

The reflex not to touch her was gone now. I let her take my hand and watched her run a thumb over the shiny scars where the scabs from hitting Mike used to be. My heart didn’t leap out of my shirt like I thought it would at the unexpected touch from her—it just hurt instead.

“I wish this healed better,” she said sadly.

“They’ll fade,” I said while she frowned at the marks on my knuckles.

I wanted so badly to thread my fingers in hers.

I wanted to lean across the seat and kiss her.

If this last month had taught me anything it was that Larissa was never going to be just some woman to me. I think it was always supposed to be us. But she’d taken a different path and even though we’d found our way back to each other, it couldn’t be like it should.

There are lots of ways to love someone, I realized.

You could go your whole life never touching them and it didn’t negate the feeling. She could be the love of my life, even if we only ever had this.

Having dinner with her every night, her sweaters on the back of my chairs. Woofarine always smelling like her.

I felt privileged just to be able to talk to her whenever I wanted. To help her, to be useful to her in any way. To open a jar for her, pick something up at the store and bring it home, to wash her coffee cup and put her clothes in the dryer.

It’s the way it’s supposed to be with people you love. The unrelenting urge to care for them.

The pain and longing when you can’t.

I loved that she nested in my home. Sprinkled colorful little things all over the house the way she did at the apartment with Nancy. Made it her own. I could feel her in every room but mine and it made me never want to go to bed. She burned candles that smelled like cookies and organized the library in her room and put Mom’s paper quilling in the middle of the shelf. Mom would have loved it, to be remembered, nestled in with all those books in the bedroom where she always stayed when she came to visit.

Larissa brightened my life. I was beginning to forget what it was like before she was here.

I didn’t want to remember.

“I would have put my gloves on your feet before I carried you to the car,” I said quietly.

Her eyes came back up to mine. “When? After the concert?”

“Yeah. I couldn’t believe he didn’t cover you up.”

Something sad slid across her expression. “You would have started being you, right from yes, wouldn’t you?”

I didn’t answer.

“Why did you stop talking to me?” she asked. “When you started dating Heather?”

I let out a slow breath. “Because it was too hard. Seeing you with him.”

“I was so jealous when I saw Heather in the car.”

I blinked at her. “You were?”

“Oh yeah. I hated her.”

“I thought you were carsick.”

“I think I was heartsick, actually.”

I smiled, but it didn’t reach my eyes. It was weird talking through this. The what-ifs. The truth. Having it just be out there in the open, on the table. Us both knowing it. Acknowledging it.

She stared silently at my hand like maybe she was thinking about threading her fingers through mine too.

She let go of me instead.

“How was Lexi?” I asked, changing the subject.

She shrugged. “Good. Still dating that guy. Working in Minneapolis. You know what she said?”

“What?”

“That I’m out of survival mode.”

I looked back at the billboard. “Are you?”

She nodded. “Yeah.”

“I think I am too.”

“You were in survival mode? Why?”

“Because I worried about you. I don’t have to do that anymore. I mean, I still worry about you,” I said, glancing at her. “It’s just different now. With you here.”

She studied me.

“You know what I realized today?” she said.

“What.”

“I’d go through any door with you.”

I turned to look at her. She gazed back at me, something earnest in her expression.

And then we just sat with it. Because what else could we do?




[image: ]







Half an hour later, Larissa and I were taking the last bags of books to the bookshelf in her room when someone knocked on the front door. Woofarine started barking.

“Expecting someone?” she asked, stopping.

“No.”

She turned and looked out the peephole. “Oh, it’s Jesse.” She set her bag down and opened the door. “Hi,” she said, smiling, stepping aside to let him in.

“Sup,” he said, stomping snow from his boots. “Fuck, it’s cold out there.”

“Hey,” I said, setting my bag down. “I didn’t know you were stopping by.”

He looked around the living room while he took off his coat, our dog leaping at his feet. “Yeah, well, you’re not really on the group chat so. Figured I should make sure you’re alive.” He looked at Larissa. “How you been? You good?”

“Yeah. You?”

“Just hustlin’.” He nodded in my direction. “Hey, mind if we have a few minutes?”

Larissa glanced at me. “Sure,” she said. She picked up my books and went to her room with Woofarine and shut the door.

Jesse hung his jacket and joined me on the sofa.

“So what you up to?” he asked, sitting.

“Not much. You want something to drink?”

“Nah. Thanks.” He scanned the living room. His eyes settled on Larissa’s sweater draped over the back of a chair. “You’ve been kind of MIA,” he said, looking at it. “Haven’t been going to the gym.”

“Don’t feel like it.”

He looked back at me. “Didn’t go to lunch with us the other day too.”

“Didn’t feel like that either,” I said.

It had been over a month since the cabin. I hadn’t seen anyone. And it wasn’t for lack of them trying.

Mike tried hardest of all.

Xavier called twice. I sent him to voicemail. I didn’t know what he wanted to talk about, but I had my guesses.

“So you’re just gonna ghost everyone, then, huh?” Jesse teased.

I didn’t answer.

He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees. “He’s not mad about it, you know. He knows why you hit him. He forgives you—”

“I don’t forgive him,” I said.

“He was messed up, man.”

“I’m just not ready to talk to him right now,” I said. “And you pushing me into it isn’t going to change that.”

“Don’t you even want to know if he’s okay?”

“Is he?” I asked.

He gave a one-shoulder shrug. “Define okay. He’s working for Tony. He fucking hates it, but he’s doing it. Moved out of Donna’s too. Got an apartment in New Hope. Got a therapist.”

I looked away from him. “Good.”

“He’s doing it for her, you know.”

I glanced back. “Doing what?”

“All of it. He wants her back. I think hoping for that is the only thing keeping him going. I think it’s the only reason why he’s not full twelfth-grade right now. Or worse.”

I nodded slowly. “You know that’s not going to happen, right?”

He puffed out his cheeks. “Yeah. I figured. But if hoping is what gets him through it, let him hope.”

We sat there in silence.

He leaned toward me. “How long is she going to be here?” he whispered.

I blinked at him. “As long as she wants to.”

“Look, dude, I get why you’re helping her,” he said, his voice low. “But it’s sort of inappropriate, no?”

“What’s inappropriate? We’re friends.”

“She’s living with you.”

I pressed my lips together. “And?”

“I’m not accusing you of anything,” he said quietly. “I know you’d never do that. But think of how this makes Mike feel. I mean, he didn’t say anything but you’re barely speaking to him and you’ve got his girl here—”

“She’s not his girl. And I’ll help her as long and as much as she needs.”

He studied me. The conversation wasn’t going the way I think he’d hoped it would. But I was not negotiating when it came to Larissa. Not anymore. I was going to do what was right for her—and I really didn’t care if it was right for Mike when it was Mike’s fault she needed help in the first place.

“You understand how she got here, yes?” I said. “You were there.”

“Yeah, but doesn’t she have her own friends she can stay with? There’s gotta be another option—”

“There isn’t,” I said.

He blew a breath through his nose. “Right. You know, I’m not the only one saying this. Tony thinks it’s weird. And Donna’s not very happy with you right now—”

“I couldn’t care less what Donna thinks.”

“Well, my mom thinks it too. It’s not cool, man. I’d be pissed as hell if Becca and I broke up and she was living here. You have to see that, right?”

“If you almost killed Becca, I wouldn’t give a shit about what you think then either.”

“Oh yeah? Because I’m getting the feeling Larissa and Becca are pretty fucking different when it comes to you.”

I bristled. “What exactly are you trying to say?”

“I think you know what I’m saying.”

He looked me dead in the eye.

“I guess you’re gonna do what you’re gonna do, right?” He pushed up on his knees and walked to the door. “Just wanted to stop by and give you my thoughts. In case you still give a shit.”

“I am not the asshole here.”

He put his boots back on. “You sure?” He grabbed his jacket and let himself out.
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LARISSA

I stood in my room, putting the new books into the bookcase just to have something to do while Jesse and Chris talked.

Jesse said Chris wasn’t responding to the group chat. I knew he wasn’t really talking to Mike, but I didn’t know he wasn’t talking to everyone.

This was my fault.

He was doing it because of me.

I think it officially wasn’t a good idea for me to be here. Maybe I did need to find somewhere else to live now. I knew there was going to be a limit on how long I could stay and I know he’d say not to go, but how much was I going to let him sacrifice on my behalf?

I didn’t want to ruin his life or be the reason he chose ruin. At some point he had to get back to it, these were his friends.

The idea of leaving made me feel like crying.

I’d known this living arrangement wasn’t going to be forever. I just thought by the time I needed to go, I’d be ready.

Something told me I would never be ready.

I sat on the edge of the bed, listening to unintelligible murmuring from the living room.

The copy of Cross Stitch that I got Chris was face-out on the bookshelf. The only book that was not chaotically discarded in a pile when I got here. There was a tiny white something sticking out of the bottom of it.

I got up to see what it was, thinking maybe I’d accidentally left the receipt in the pages. But it wasn’t the receipt. It was the napkin from the first day at the restaurant he took me to. The one where we’d rated the bread. His scores and my floral doodle around the edges.

He’d kept it.

I dropped back onto the end of the bed, staring at it in my hand.

He always knew.

It took me a year to get here, but Chris had seen it from the very first day.

I put my face into my hands. How did I not know him on sight? How did my heart not recognize his the moment I laid eyes on him, because I would recognize him now in the dark.

I had never wanted to change something so badly in my life. I was never going to stop regretting choosing wrong, and now everything was a mess. There was no way out and no way forward that wouldn’t destroy someone.

I heard the front door slam and Jesse’s car alarm chirp outside. I got up and peeked out the blinds and watched him get in and leave. When I went back to the living room, Chris was on the sofa with his head in his hands.

“Is everything okay?” I asked from the doorway.

He straightened. “Fine,” he said.

“What did he say?”

“Nothing—”

“Chris, can we make an agreement?” I said. “Right now. That we stop not saying the things out loud. I want to know the truth. Every time. If me staying here is a problem—”

“It’s not.”

“I don’t want to get in the way of your friendships.”

“We’re not doing anything wrong,” he said.

“Do they think we are?”

He paused. “Yes.”

I let out a long breath.

“They don’t like it,” he said.

No. Of course they wouldn’t.

“Chris, I think it’s time for me to leave—”

He shook his head. “No. I don’t want you to. I like you being here. And that’s the truth.”

I looked away from him. “I like being here too,” I said quietly.

I came over and sat next to him on the sofa. We stayed there in silence for a long time.

“What are we doing?” I finally whispered.

He looked so tired. “I don’t know,” he said, his voice low.

“Chris, I love you,” I said.

I watched the words hit him.

I marveled at how easily it came out. How that word that was so hard for me to say to Mike just spilled from my lips for Chris.

“I don’t want to hear that it’s not allowed,” I said. “Because it is. You are so good at making me love you, I almost loved someone else simply because I saw you in them. If you want to pretend for Mike’s sake that this isn’t happening, then I’ll pretend with you. But I want you to know the truth. And the truth is I’m in love with you.”

He looked at me, his expression pained. “I love you too.”

It washed over me. Reached into my chest and squeezed my heart until the ache I’d been living with was in every cell of my body.

“I know we can’t right now,” I said. “But I can wait for you. I’ll wait as long as you need.”

“It will never be okay,” he said quietly.

“It’ll be okay eventually—”

“No one’s ever going to accept it,” he said. “It doesn’t matter how long. You just don’t do this—”

I shook my head. “So, what, then? We just love each other and not be together? Are you telling me you don’t want to?”

“Of course I do—”

“You’re fine with just not touching me? Not letting me touch you? Not kissing me? Mike gets to move on and date other people, and you and I just have to forget each other?”

“The only thing keeping him stable is the hope that one day he’ll get you back,” he said. “If we did this, it would kill him. I’ve seen how bad he gets. I don’t want to hurt him—”

“I don’t want to hurt him either, but who I date is none of his business. And the fact of the matter is, we love each other. Whether we act on it or not, it exists and it’s happening and it’s no fault of our own, and the only reason it doesn’t hurt him is because he doesn’t know about it. And maybe that’s the course we have to take. Maybe what we have can only be for us right now and we can’t share it with the rest of the world or the people we care about. I would be okay with that because I’d rather have you in secret than not at all. But I want more than this, Chris. I want to touch you and kiss you and sleep next to you. I want to come up behind you and hug you and hold your hand. I want to slow dance with you and cuddle with you on the couch—and I don’t want to wait years to do it until Mike’s beyond caring. It’s your choice. All the stakes are yours, you get to decide. But if we’re not going to be together, I don’t think I can keep living here like this because it’s too hard…” My voice gave out on the last word.

Chris stared at me, his chest rising and falling just slightly too fast. But he didn’t say yes. He didn’t say anything at all. I waited for it and… nothing. Silence was no.

My heart broke.

It broke for what could have been and what should have been. It broke for Chris and it even broke a little for Mike.

I knew this was impossible. I knew what I was asking, and I didn’t blame him for not changing his mind. But at least I told him how I felt.

I got up and went to my room to start packing.

I’d stay for a few days in a hotel, then I’d find a place. Come back for my work stuff and move it all out, leave cash somewhere in the house to pay him back for everything he spent on the folding tables and racks. Try to leave him as whole as I could, even though I’d never feel that way myself.

I was putting my clothes into luggage when he came into the doorway behind me. “What are you doing?”

“Leaving,” I said, not turning around.

“To where?”

“I don’t know yet. I’ll find something.”

I went to the bathroom and grabbed my makeup and hair dryer and tossed it in while he watched. I emptied out the last drawer and zipped the bag closed.

When I turned around, the look on his face was sheer panic.

“Please don’t,” he breathed.

“Don’t what, Chris?”

“Just stay. You don’t have to leave—”

“I cannot live like this. You might be able to but I can’t.”

“It’s better than nothing—”

“No, it isn’t. You and I will never be happy if we keep doing this. We’ll only make it harder on ourselves living together and make everybody mad in the process. What is even the point?”

He stared at me bleakly.

“You’re telling me that we can’t be together,” I said. “That it will never be okay. And meanwhile you’re ghosting your friends and for what? So I can live across the hall? Be your roommate? You did what you wanted to do, you got me on my feet. I’m okay now, get back to your life.”

“I don’t want that life—”

“Then what the hell do you want?!” I threw up my hands. “Somebody is going to get hurt. No matter what we do, someone will lose.” I shook my head. “I guess the least selfish thing would be for it to be us.” I took the handle of my luggage. “Call me in a few years when you’re ready.” I started edging past him.

He stopped me in the doorframe. “Larissa, please.”

He looked devastated. I peered up at him, my heart breaking.

“Maybe this isn’t the kind of love that deserves to exist,” I whispered. “Maybe it’s the kind that wars start over. The kind that topples empires and never leaves the world better than it found it.”

His gaze bore into mine and I saw the exact moment he gave up.

“Then let it all burn.”

He closed the gap between us and kissed me.
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LARISSA

For a moment his hands hovered a fraction of an inch from my face like he was still afraid to touch me. Then he closed the distance and softly cupped my cheeks in his warm palms and it was all over. I was sand between his fingers. I was his girlfriend and his wife. I was the mother of his children, the witness to his existence, the last word he breathed. All in one second. All in one kiss.

I don’t know how we thought we could fight this. Nobody could.

I dropped the handle to my luggage and wrapped my arms around his neck and he backed me into the doorframe, kissing me hungrily, like a man who’d just given up trying to starve himself.

I wanted to climb him, bite him, tear off his clothes. I wanted to do all the things I couldn’t do for so long, run my hands over every inch of his body, snuggle him, taste him, watch him sleep.

But more than that, I wanted to take care of him. Be for him what he was for everyone else, give him what he deserved, the life he deserved. I cherished him. Every part of him. Because he was worthy of it.

He broke away after a few minutes to catch his breath.

“I love you,” I whispered.

“I love you too,” he breathed. “I’m terrible at not loving you.”

“Don’t ever get good at it.”

I tilted my head up and kissed him again.

He drew my bottom lip between his teeth and sucked gently. A shallow inhale, and then opening, nipping, his tongue brushing mine. We whispered and smiled and breathed each other in. He twisted my hair absently in his fingers, took breaks to nuzzle my neck and graze his mouth along my jaw.

I slid my hands down his chest and pulled up the bottom of his sweatshirt. I ran a palm across the heat of the bare skin of his stomach and felt his body react under my touch and his breath hitch. Then his hand moved over my hip, slid behind my knee, and wrapped my leg around his waist. He lifted me against him and carried me to his room.

I don’t know how we thought we could fight this. But I was glad we’d finally stopped trying.
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CHRIS


It was two thirty in the morning. Woofarine was curled up at the end of the bed and Larissa was sleeping next to me. I lay there with my head on the pillow watching her breathing softly in the dim light. I could lean over and kiss her. Tuck the blankets around her, hold her. Tell her how I felt, hear her say it back. The world was exactly as it should be, and upside down at the same time.

Tonight I relinquished every last piece of who I was. My resolve, my conscience, my values. I gave it all up.

What was the right thing anymore? What kind of person was I supposed to be? Who did I owe allegiance to? If everyone was going to condemn me anyway, she was right, what was the point?

If Larissa didn’t want me like I wanted her, I would have been able to live with it. I would have been able to move on with what was left of me after the parts she took, but I could not fucking do this another minute knowing she loved me back, knowing that in trying not to hurt Mike, I was going to hurt her. I could never hurt her. Even if she asked me to.

And I was relieved.

I felt like I’d been fighting anesthesia, trying to stay awake and the dose just kept getting higher and higher and I’d lost the struggle. The part of me that could decide not to be this person was gone.

I would have died for that one kiss in the doorway if that was the price. I kissed her a few steps from the sofa Jesse had just been sitting on, accusing me of that very thing not ten minutes before. And I felt whole with a hole in my chest at the same time.

I wouldn’t be able to share us with the world.

We couldn’t post pictures of us on social media or hold hands in public or be a couple on a double date with our friends. Nobody would celebrate us. Nobody I’d grown up with would come to our engagement party or RSVP to our wedding one day. No one to stand next to me at the altar while she came down the aisle or make a best man speech with stories from when we were kids. It would only be us from this point on. And we would be the bad guys.

If they knew, they’d cheapen it. They’d say we only waited six weeks, they’d accuse us of always having something between us.

And all of it, every last bit of it, would be true.
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LARISSA

Stop.”

I smirked. “No.”

He shot me a playful look from across the couch and I smiled.

“You keep kicking me and I won’t share a blanket with you anymore,” he said.

I looked back at my book. “I bet you will.”

I burrowed my toes under him again and he set his book on the coffee table and grabbed my ankle. I shrieked and tried to wiggle away, but he climbed over me and pinned me while I laughed.

His eyes focused on my mouth. “Are you going to stop?” he whispered.

“No. My feet are cold.” I stuck my bottom lip out. He bent down, smiling, and drew it softly between his teeth. The nip turned into a kiss and I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled him down on top of me. My book slid off the sofa and landed on the carpet with a soft thud.

“So let me get this straight…” I whispered. “You’re allowed to bite me but I’m not allowed to kick you.”

I moved my hips against the ridge pressing into my stomach. I felt him smile against my mouth.

“You can kick me, there’s just going to be consequences,” he said.

“Like?”

He sat up and started tickling me.

I giggled. “Okay, okay!”

He stopped and pulled me to him by the thighs and settled between my legs. He ran his lips along my jaw and I closed my eyes until his mouth wandered back up to mine.

“You’re smiling,” I said.

“I’m about to ask for my shirt back…”

I laughed and let him work it up over my head.

He tossed it over his shoulder onto the floor and it landed on Woofarine. He backed up into the coffee table and bolted out of the room wearing it like a tiny gremlin ghost. We laughed and Chris caged me under him and put soft pecks along my cheek.

“Hey, what do you think about taking a trip?” I asked.

He raised his head to look at me. “To where?”

I sat up on my elbows and shrugged. “I don’t know. Somewhere far enough away that we can be together without worrying who will see us. Somewhere different.”

I said it casually, but the truth was, I’d been thinking about it for a while. I wanted to get him out of here.

Chris put on a good facade. He was happy to be with me, I knew that, but he was sad. I could see it.

It had been three weeks since we were official.

At first everyone kept trying to reach out to him. He kept making excuses. Then the guys texted him to see what he wanted to do for his thirtieth birthday. He told them he was busy and had plans. The subsequent silence in the chat was deafening. I half expected Mike to call him. He didn’t.

I think they could rationalize Chris’s distance in the past couple of months given what happened on Christmas, but this was a statement.

Nobody texted him again after that.

They weren’t punishing him for what he’d done, they didn’t know about it. They were just taking the hint. And even though he knew this was coming one way or another, when it actually happened, it hit him harder than I think he anticipated.

He missed Mike. He missed his friends. I tried to get him to reach out to at least Xavier, but he wouldn’t. Of everyone, Xavier tried the hardest to keep in touch with him and he already knew some of what was going on. But Chris said if Xavier asked about me, he didn’t want to lie to him, and if he told him, we couldn’t see Xavier approving. In the end, Chris couldn’t bring himself to reach out because the truth was, I didn’t think he could stand the rejection. So he just went on with his life.

That by itself was hard enough and the isolation didn’t help.

We were so set on keeping us private, we didn’t even dare to hold hands at the grocery store. I was afraid to visit him at work now on the off chance Mike or Jesse or someone else we knew came in to fill a prescription, and there was a small part of me that worried every time we cuddled on the couch or walked around in our underwear that one of the guys would come knocking or peek through the blinds. We needed to be a couple outside these four walls. Even just for a few days.

He scooted to lie next to me and propped himself on his elbow. “Going out of town sounds fun. When?”

“Let’s go for your birthday. You have PTO, right? I can take a few days off this week. I don’t have any orders until the weekend.”

“Okay,” he said. “What about Michigan?”

“I’ve never been there.”

“I used to go with my parents when I was little. We can drive,” he said. “It’s maybe ten hours?”

I smiled. “I always loved driving with you. I used to wish we could just keep going. Even before I knew why.”

He leaned down and put his forehead to mine. “I hated getting there. And then you couldn’t come home with me.”

“Now I’ll always come home with you,” I said quietly.

His face went soft.

“We can stay on Lake Michigan,” he said. “Maybe Traverse City?”

“I’ll find us someplace dog friendly,” I said. “The water will be too cold to swim in but we can get a rental with a view.”

He nodded. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

We listened to an audiobook on the way two days later. It was raining and chilly when we got there, but we didn’t care. It was somewhere we could go to a movie, slip into a café and share a booth without worrying we’d be seen. Someplace that didn’t remind him of Mike or the friends he wasn’t celebrating his birthday with.

Our rental had a small balcony with a table and chairs and a view of Lake Michigan. There was a big tub, large enough for both of us.

After we off-loaded our luggage, we left Woofarine in his crate and went into town. We got books at the small bookstore, checked out the boutiques, went to dinner. I sang him happy birthday over a slice of chocolate cake with a candle in it.

Later, after we’d taken a bubble bath and tried out the bed, we lay naked, tangled together under the comforter, the rain pounding on the roof. We’d lit the lemongrass candle we got at one of the boutiques we stopped at, and it flickered, casting a warm light against the wall. Chris was kissing me softly and everything felt still and calm and perfect.

There’s something about going on a trip with someone. Seeing how the love exists everywhere, that it’s something you carry wherever you go and not just the product of the world it was created in. Going grocery shopping together in a store you’ve never been to, figuring out what new place you want to eat at, discovering everything together and it all feels different and new except for them. They’re the constant. The safe space.

“I almost woke you up last night,” I said, drawing lazy circles on his bare chest.

He tucked an arm behind his head. “Why didn’t you?”

“I didn’t want to wake you, but I also didn’t want you to be asleep anymore. Remember on that walk you showed me your water bottle?”

“Yeah.”

“I saw your stomach,” I said. “I liked it.”

“You saw everything that day. I took my shirt off.”

“Yeah, but that felt like I wasn’t supposed to see it,” I said.

He smiled with his eyes closed. “The first week you lived with me, you were reaching for a glass in the cupboard and your shorts rode up.”

I gasped playfully. “And you looked?”

“I couldn’t help it.”

“Hmm,” I said. “I did it on purpose…”

I felt the laugh rumble in his chest.

“Did you think about it later?” I asked.

“More than once, actually.”

“I used to smell your clothes when you weren’t home,” I said.

“I knew that.”

I drew my brows down. “How?”

“They weren’t exactly where I left them?”

I put my ear to his heart and closed my eyes.

“I liked how your hoodie smelled,” I said, remembering. “And that shirt you gave me on that walk.”

“You can have it if you want.”

“The shirt? Or the hoodie?”

“Both,” he said. “You can have anything of mine.”

I smiled. “You want to give me things? More than you already are?”

“I want to give you everything. I want to give you something that never ends,” he said, tucking my hair gently behind my ear. “A book series you’re obsessed with that has a hundred volumes. A song you never get tired of hearing on loop, a favorite meal you never get sick of eating. A love that never fades. Someone you can’t wait to get home to, every day for the rest of your life. Something eternal.”

“I think you’ve already given me something eternal.”

I grinned up at him and he opened his eyes.

“I always looked at you,” he said quietly. “Even when I wasn’t supposed to. Anytime I could. At the cabin when you were in the lake on the tube. I watched you from the window at the engagement party before I came down, because I knew I couldn’t look at you when I was there. I looked when you wouldn’t notice. Any chance I got.”

I smiled softly.

His face went a little serious. “You are my reason, you know that?”

I tilted my head. “For what?”

“For everything. For existing. For waiting forever, for not waiting at all.”

I sat up so I could look at him. He lay there, gazing at me.

“I thought I was going to have to watch you have a life with someone else, and that one day I was going to have to move on and do the same thing. But there would have been a morning sixty years from now when someone would search for a gravestone of a woman they don’t know to sprinkle their grandfather’s ashes over it in honor of a final request that nobody understands. I could never not love you. I tried.”

I felt my throat get tight.

“I will never forgive myself for the year we weren’t together,” I whispered.

“We were together. We got to be friends first. That’s better,” he said, brushing a thumb across my cheek. “You’re the best thing to ever happen to me, even if I had to wait for it. I’m just going to be grateful that it happened at all.”

We lay there, looking at each other. I could feel the love between us like a tangible thing. And I could feel the sadness too. I wished I could snip it like a frayed cord. Let it fall away and only the good parts would tether us. But we were bound by both.

“I’m sorry you didn’t get to be with Mike on your birthday,” I said.

He stared past me at the rain-streaked window. “I wouldn’t have hung out with him anyway,” he said.

“How do you know?”

“Because I couldn’t forgive him for what he did.”

“You might have. If he changed enough.”

He looked at me. “Could you? Forgive him if he changed enough?” he asked.

“That’s not the same thing.”

I felt his lungs fill with air and slowly breathe out. “I hate lying to them,” he said quietly. “I wish I could just tell them and get it over with. So we don’t have to hide and we can have a normal life.”

“It’s been more than two months since Mike and I broke up. It’s March. Maybe it won’t be so bad?”

“But what if it is? None of them will ever talk to me again. That’s fine. I expect that. But I just don’t know how he’ll take it. I don’t want to be the reason why Mike has a mental breakdown just so I can feel better about not keeping secrets.” He shook his head. “I just don’t know how to handle any of this.”

I put my head on his shoulder. He threaded his hand in mine and closed his eyes.

I hated this. I wished this wasn’t the price. Or that if it was, I could be the one to pay it.

It was hard to imagine that I was a consolation for what he was giving up, no matter how wonderful the last month was. In the four walls of our house, our life was perfect. But what about the rest of it? He had no family. He had no friends. He’d given up everyone and everything. He was grieving people who were still alive.

“You are enough, you know,” he said quietly, like he’d read my mind. “I would do it all over again. I wouldn’t change anything.” He kissed the side of my head. “Except not smiling more.”

I laughed a little.

“I had a great birthday,” he said. “Thank you.”

“I love you,” I whispered.

I loved the way these words changed his face. The softness it made around his eyes.

All I could do was love him with everything I had—and it wasn’t even hard.

“Without trying to sound cliché, it feels like it’s us against the world,” he said.

“It sort of is. But we can make our own world. Our own traditions. One day we’ll have a family and new friends we’ve made together, and it won’t feel so lonely,” I said. “And one day Mike won’t care what we’re doing or who we love.”

He rubbed a gentle thumb across my cheek. “I know.”

We had a love that would never leave the world better than it found it. But it was what we had. And it was better than nothing.
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CHRIS

We came home from Michigan after three amazing days.

I was glad we went out of town. Made some memories that didn’t have to do with Mike or the friends I didn’t have anymore. I needed it more than I thought, and I think Larissa knew that.

It had been two months now since Larissa and I were a couple.

It was the best and worst two months of my life.

I fell more in love with my girlfriend than I could have ever imagined. Our relationship was like a rip cord being pulled. Once we didn’t have to hold it back, everything just flowed. We were natural together. I got to be in love with my best friend. I woke up smiling every morning and I had to pinch myself that I got to live with her and hold her and kiss her. I didn’t think I would ever get tired of it. To be able to pull her to me and show her affection and tell her how I felt.

It would be perfect if not for the rest of it.

Twenty-five years of friendships, gone. My village, gone. It was really over.

My life lost its seasons. The milestones of the year, birthdays and celebrations, annual traditions and trips. It was like I’d taken a spaceship to the moon. I wasn’t alone, Larissa had come with me, but it was still the moon.

Larissa and I took Woofarine on long walks. Cooked together. We delivered her first graze table order and read and watched shows cuddling in bed. After that graze table order, she got two more from guests at the event. We had Lexi and her boyfriend over for dinners. A few weeks ago, we had a long phone call on speaker with Nancy so she could tell us about her breakup with Phil. She was sleeping on the sofa of a coworker in a crappy apartment in South Dakota now. She hinted that she wanted to come back, asked about the guest room.

I was open to anything Larissa wanted to do. My house was her house now, and Nancy was her mom. But Larissa shut it down immediately. She told me later that it was time both of them went through a different door than the one they came in through.

We wallpapered the living room and we even got out and sat in a little café in a corner where no one could see us and I bought her a lavender matcha latte just because I could. We had wonderful moments when we laughed so hard we cried.

It was a strange juxtaposition of pure happiness and total loss.

In the midst of all this—or maybe because of it—I decided to make some changes. The first one was to get out of retail pharmacy. I applied for a position at Royaume Northwestern Hospital and I got it. It paid more, and I would never have to get yelled at by customers ever again. I put in my notice at Bergmans.

I couldn’t say that I was going to miss it, but it was definitely the end of an era. It felt weird to move on, to work in a place my mom would never know about. To have a relationship and fallings-out I’d never get to tell her. It was like I’d shed a skin and I was a different person, and she’d never get to see the me of now, and I grieved that too. But that’s life when you go through a different door than the one you know. You end up somewhere new.
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My two weeks flew by and before I knew it, it was my last day at the pharmacy. I was behind the counter, filling a prescription, watching the last half hour tick down, when Waylon popped his head around the corner. “Dude, somebody just took a dump right in front of the register.”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course they did. I cannot wait to be done,” I mumbled. “Do you need help?”

“Already cleaned it, but the new guy threw up in the corner.”

“Ha.”

His introduction to retail pharmacy. I remembered my first week.

“Hey, so someone’s here to see you,” he said.

I glanced up. “Me? Larissa?”

“Nah. Some guy. One of your friends, I think. Seen him before.”

I froze. My mouth went immediately dry.

“Okay,” I said. “Tell him I’ll be right there.”

Waylon left and I stood there a moment. It could be anyone. Jesse. Maybe Xavier was in town and was tired of me not answering his calls?

But it wasn’t. I think I knew that before I even came out.

When I turned the corner, Mike was standing there.

“Hey,” I said, coming to a stop behind the counter.

“Hey.”

I hadn’t seen him in more than four months.

He looked different. He was in his Toilet King work shirt. He’d lost weight, but he was just leaner. Still toned. He looked good. He looked healthy.

“I didn’t know you were coming in,” I said, not really knowing what else to say.

“Picking up a prescription.”

“Oh.” I started typing his information into the computer. Then I stopped when I realized that for the first time in twenty-five years, I didn’t know his address.

“I’m at 5623 Fern Glen Drive,” he said, reading my mind. “Apartment 109.”

“Thanks.” His medication loaded on the screen. “You’re back on the antidepressants,” I said, looking up at him.

“Higher dose. It’s working. You were right.” He gave me a weak smile.

“It’s not ready yet,” I said. “Fifteen minutes.”

“I can wait.”

I put the order through. Then we just stood there. Me on my side of the counter in a white lab coat. Him on his side in a navy-blue Toilet King T-shirt.

“Is this your closest pharmacy now?” I asked.

“No. You said you wanted to make sure I was taking my meds. Thought I’d start filling my prescriptions here. Now that I’m actually taking my meds.”

I gave him a look. “You weren’t?”

“Nah. I was filling them here. Wasn’t really following doctor’s orders though. They work better when you take them.”

I laughed a little.

“Hey, I was wondering if we could talk really quick,” he said. “When you get off.”

“Um… sure. I’m not off for another half hour though.”

“Okay. I’ll wait for you outside.”

He started for the front of the store.

“Mike?”

He turned around.

“What do you want to talk to me about?”

He paused like he wasn’t sure what to say.

“I think you know.”

I drew in a deep breath. Okay. So he knew.

I watched him walk out of the store.

When I came out half an hour later holding his prescription, I’d mostly come to terms with the conversation I expected we were about to have. And I’d decided on one thing.

I was going to answer any questions he asked me. I wouldn’t sugarcoat it and I wouldn’t lie. I would own it and I would admit it. I owed him at least that.

His truck was parked next to my car and he was sitting at a picnic table under a blossoming crab apple tree.

I crossed the parking lot and made my way onto the grass and had a seat next to him on the bench. Then we just sat there, saying nothing.

There was a busy street in front of the store. We studied the cars coming and going. Watched people line up in the drive-through at the coffee shop in the center across the way.

“I knew it was you who cleared the snow off her car,” he said.

I turned to him. “What?”

“I knew,” he said, looking at me. “Worst thing of all, I knew if I didn’t do it, you would. I let you do it. It could have been me, but I didn’t show up for her. I didn’t do the work.” He looked away from me back at the highway. “I know you guys are together—you don’t have to tell me.” He put up a hand. “I’ve known you my whole life. I know you even when you’re not talking to me.”

I didn’t reply.

“I’m not even mad. I always knew you were better for her,” he said. “I didn’t do shit to change it. I could have, but I didn’t.” He laughed a little. “Hell, I think I even pushed you together. Made you fill in for me when I dropped the ball. I made you sing karaoke with her. I couldn’t even do that.”

He went silent again.

“I only want her to be happy,” he said quietly. “I love her enough to want that for her. And I know for her, that’s you. It’s always been you. I don’t blame you for falling in love with her. I don’t blame her for falling for you either. I love you both, so I get it.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Neither of us wanted to hurt you.”

He smiled weakly and looked down at the grass. “I miss her. And it sucks. I’m not gonna lie to you and tell you I haven’t had some pretty fucked-up days the last couple of months. But I have been sober for them.” He laughed dryly. “That’s the hard part. The shit they don’t tell you, having to deal with it without the thing that helps you deal with it.” He let out a long, slow breath. “It’s like I panicked, you know? I wanted so much for us to work, I hit all the buttons—including the self-destruct one. I did it to myself. My therapist says—”

“You have a therapist?”

“Yup. She’s good. I like her. You were right about that. I did need it. She says I’m dealing with feelings of inadequacy,” he said, changing his tone to sound like hers. “Unresolved grief from senior year. She’s probably right. I never did figure my shit out after the injury.” He pulled a leaf off the tree and rolled it absently between his fingers. “Was just sort of hoping it would work itself out without me. It didn’t.”

We stared out at the cars.

“So how is she?” he asked, not looking at me.

I shrugged. “She’s good. Her business is doing great.”

He smiled. A genuine smile.

“Good. I always knew she’d do something big. She’s smart like you.”

“I heard you’re not talking to your mom,” I said, changing the subject.

He huffed a laugh. “Or my sister. Tony keeps trying to convince me to have dinner at the house and I’m like, nah. I really didn’t know they were acting like that.”

“I know.”

“My mom’s a trip sometimes. I don’t get her. And I have no fuckin’ idea what Janessa’s problem is.” He tossed the leaf onto the grass.

“She’s always kind of been like that,” I said.

“Ha. No kidding.”

“How is it working for Tony again?” I asked, looking at him.

“It sucks. He’s got me on the night shift.”

“Ouch,” I said.

“The 1-800 emergency line. Midnight to nine a.m.”

“Do you get a lot of calls?”

He shrugged. “Not really, but when I do, it’s always a shitshow. Literally. It’s brutal. I’m just now gettin’ used to it.”

“He didn’t have anything else?”

“Not for full-time. At least that’s what he says. I think he’s trying to teach me a lesson or something.” He puffed air into his cheeks. “I have a coworker who gives me crap. I’m dealing with that.”

“Why’s he giving you crap?”

“She. For fun, I think.” He looked over at me. “You know, nobody hates you.”

“Really?”

“Oh, they’re pissed at you for sure. But they don’t hate you. You should call them up. I think Xavier would like to hear from you.”

“And Jesse?”

He bobbed his head. “He’ll come around. If I’m not mad, he can’t be mad, right?”

“Does he know?”

He shrugged. “I think everyone kind of figured out what was happening by the way you were acting. The birthday thing just confirmed it. That really sucked, by the way. We broke a streak. Twenty-five years.”

I gave him a smile that didn’t reach my eyes.

“I’ve been a pretty shitty friend,” he said, almost to himself.

“Ha. Same.”

“Nah. You were always there for me.” He nudged me. “You put up with a lot. I want you to know I see that. And I think you needed me when your mom died and I was just in my own fucking world. I just couldn’t handle anything else and I loved her, too, you know? She was like an aunt to me. It wasn’t easy on me either. But I should have sucked it up. Let you tell me what you needed to.”

I puffed out my cheeks. “It wasn’t really fair to dump it on you if you weren’t in a place to hear it.”

“Yeah, but I could have told you that. I could have at least let you know I gave a shit. I just left you with it, and I knew I was doing it. It was like I was embarrassed to admit that I couldn’t deal with it, so I just avoided talking about it. I was always doing that, it was so fucking dumb. I couldn’t just say the uncomfortable thing out loud. Like with Larissa. I couldn’t even say, hey, I can’t afford this expensive-ass restaurant your mom wants to go to. I just let her take me and then I can’t pay the bill and then I’m taking it out on you because you have to save me—and you would never have gotten in that situation in the first place because you would have just said the hard thing.”

“I think if you would have told me it was difficult to talk about my mom because you missed her, too, it would have made me feel a lot less alone. I wish you had.”

He stared out over the grass. “After everything happened and I was just by myself and I thought, is this what it was like for him? Nobody to talk to? Nobody to give you advice or tell you if you’re being an idiot or to just listen?” His jaw ticked. “To be honest, I didn’t realize how much you were there until you weren’t. I’m sorry. I let you down, and I really am sorry.” He leaned forward with his elbows on his knees.

We were quiet for a long moment.

“You know what I realized in all this?” he asked.

“What?”

“She’s not the great love of my life.” He looked me in the eye. “You are.”

A lump bolted to my throat.

He sniffed and blinked out at the cars. “You know what she told me? The day she broke up with me? I told her I could change and she said good. Change for somebody else. I am gonna change. For you. Even if you never talk to me again, just know it’s for you. I’m going to be okay. I’m gonna make you proud. Don’t feel guilty, don’t feel bad. Just have a good life.”

Tears stung my eyes.

He nudged me again and I looked at him. And for the first time in a long time, I saw the old Mike. The one I’d been missing.

He got up and I stood. He came over and gave me a hug.

“I love you, McNougat,” he whispered.

“I love you too.”

When he let me go, his eyes were red. “Do me a favor, yeah? Call Z. Do it today, okay? If he wants to hang out, hang out. Take Larissa so Samantha isn’t a third wheel. Get Jesse’s ass out of the house, too, tell him to bring Becca. I probably won’t come—graveyard shift. But you guys get together. All right? I’m gonna tell them you’re calling. Don’t forget.”

I nodded and swallowed down the knot in my throat.

He gave me one last look. “You ever need someone to talk to, you can call me. I’m ready to listen. Maybe not about her—but anything else and I’m here.”

I nodded. “All right.”

He smiled. “See you around.”

He turned for his truck and I watched him make his way across the parking lot, the highway humming behind me.

“Mike…”

He turned around.

“You want to make me proud?” I called. “You just did.”

I watched the slow smile move across his face. He winked at me. Then he turned and kept walking.

And that was it.

The end of something. Or the start of something. New and better. Healthier.

I thought all this time that I was helping him, carrying his load. But in the end I had to drop it for him to decide to carry it himself. And he was.

Mike chirped off his alarm. He was almost to his door when I saw the car pull into the lot. He noticed it a second after me and we both froze.

Larissa was here.

She hadn’t been coming to my work for the last few months, part of our attempt to keep our relationship private. She didn’t call me to tell me she was coming.

We watched her park and when she got out and locked eyes with Mike, I half expected her to turn and go back home. She’d kept him blocked, didn’t want to see him. But she only paused for a moment before shutting her door and closing the distance between them.

They stood there next to his truck talking for a few moments. I gave them their space and I was too far away to hear what was said. When they were done, she hugged him. Then Mike got in his truck wiping under his eyes and drove off.

“What did you talk about?” I asked as she made her way over to me.

“He apologized,” she said. “And I accepted it.”

She stopped in front of me. “He told me to take care of you. And I gave him some advice.”

“What advice?”

“I told him to take the exit that makes the most sense. Not the door he knows.”

I smiled a little and she wrapped her arms around my waist and hugged me.

“Why did you come?” I asked, tucking her head under my chin.

“I don’t know. Something told me you needed me. Trauma bond.”







EPILOGUE
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CHRIS


Six Months Later

This can’t possibly be scarier than Woofarine,” Larissa said, amused.

I was at a petting zoo at a pumpkin patch feeding a deer a palmful of oats that I’d bought for a dollar. I had one eye closed and I was leaning away from the doe, but I was doing it.

“At least it doesn’t have stabby sticks,” I said.

“I promise to check your whole body for ticks after.”

“A silver lining.”

She laughed.

The deer finished the food and left me for another victim. I grimaced at the slime on my hand.

“I’m so proud of you,” Larissa said, smiling up at me.

“I’m proud of you. A storefront.”

She sucked air through her teeth. “Maybe. If we can get the rent to where it needs to be. We’ll see.”

She’d had the idea for a make-your-own-graze-box boutique. Like a salad bar, but with olives and prosciutto—everything you need to build your own. The startup was actually less than we thought. She didn’t need anything but refrigeration, no oven or hood or burners—and she didn’t need a large space either. It was obtainable.

We found a place near the house in a good shopping center and we were negotiating with the landlord. She was trying to be cautiously optimistic, but she was going to get it.

She could host classes and girls’ nights, have graze boxes available for last-minute pickup, and she could move all her operations to the commercial space—it was brilliant.

I expected no less.

“It’ll be nice to get the house back,” she said.

“What, you don’t love the living room salami assembly line?” I asked, holding the petting zoo gate for her.

“The first thing I’m going to do is hire Lexi,” she said, walking ahead of me.

I could hear the smile in her voice.

“We need to get you a delivery truck,” I said. “My car smells like cheese.”

She cracked up.

“This is just the start of it, you know,” I said, coming up next to her. “I can already see where it’s going.”

“Where is it going?”

I shrugged. “First this location, then another one. Maybe a franchise, then a different concept with a different product. And I get to say I was there at the beginning.”

She beamed up at me and I beamed back.

Xavier and Samatha came over from the food kiosk with Jesse and Becca holding hot chocolates. Samantha had Woofarine.

“I can’t believe I’m paying fucking twenty dollars for a pumpkin,” Jesse muttered, talking into his cup.

Becca rolled her eyes. “You’re paying for the experience.”

“What, you didn’t like the corn pit?” I asked, shaking the slobber from my hand.

Samantha gave the leash to Larissa, dug in her purse, and handed me a wet wipe.

“Thanks,” I said.

“They do a haunted hayride on the weekends,” Becca said.

“Did you see how much that shit is?” Jesse said. “If I pay thirty bucks for a haunted hayride, I better fucking die,” Jesse said.

Becca laughed.

Xavier looked at his watch. “Do you want to do the corn maze? We’re leaving soon to meet Hank for dinner.”

“Sure,” I said, tossing the wipe.

“Should we split up?” Jesse asked. “See who gets out faster?”

I looked at Larissa and she shrugged. “Okay.”

We went in two-minute waves and let Xavier go first since he had to leave. Larissa and I went last. Even though we’d agreed to a race, we weren’t in any hurry. I took her hand and we strolled through the stalks with our dog.

It was mid-October. The day was sunny and crisp. We’d all worn flannels so we could take a group picture. It felt weird that Mike wouldn’t be in it.

“I’m sorry,” she said, reading my thoughts.

“For what?”

“Mike. I know he doesn’t come to this stuff because of me.”

I bobbed my head. “He’s working nights. He’s usually sleeping when we’re out. He still goes to the guy stuff. I’m hanging out with him Friday.”

“Yeah, but it’s not the same.”

I peered straight ahead. “He just needs time. It won’t always be like this.”

She squeezed my hand.

“Remember last time we were lost outside?” Larissa asked.

“Of course.”

She glanced at me. “Did you bring the grape electrolytes?”

“I did, actually. Do you have any artesian rust water?”

“Shoot. Forgot it at home.”

“Darn. We can count on Woofarine to kill something at least.”

She laughed, leaning into me and I smiled.

We walked for twenty minutes. We meandered into a tenth dead end and turned around. We had no idea where we were.

I stopped to listen. The sound of kids playing in the bouncy house at the festival entrance was distant now and faint. “I don’t think we’re going the right way…” I said.

“Not all who wander are lost.”

“We are definitely lost,” I said, slipping my arms around her waist. Woofarine plopped between us on the top of our shoes.

Larissa smiled up at me, hands on my chest. “We could always go back the way we came.”

“But we’ve already seen that. What if what’s coming is better than what we’ve already done?”

“Ha.”

She nuzzled her nose against mine.

“Let’s just take a moment to ponder our next steps,” I said, my voice low.

Her eyes dropped to my mouth. “Can you kiss while you ponder?”

I grinned and leaned down and pressed my lips to hers. The kiss bloomed. It opened and unfurled in the rustle of the corn in the breeze. Her perfume and the familiar scent of her shampoo danced around me and I held her hand to my heart while our dog sat between us, looking up.

How lucky I was to be here, to exist in the same timeline as her, to have been standing in the right spot after a concert, at the wrong moment in my life, but for it to have ended up here anyway. I would go in and out of doors with her for the rest of our lives. She was it. She always was and she always would be.

Voices broke us out of our moment. The sound of Xavier talking to Jesse. Sam and Becca close behind. They must have found each other in the maze and from the way their voices drifted, they were about to find us too. We only had a moment.

I gazed at Larissa. “You know, I never did give you my two truths and a lie,” I said quietly.

She tilted her head. “Okay. I’m listening.”

“I’m not a pharmacist,” I said.

“All right,” she said laughing. “Getting the lie out of the way.”

I brushed the hair off her forehead. “This is the kind of love that wars start over. But it will leave the world better than it found it.”

I watched the slow grin spread across her face. “It already has.”
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book has been rolling around in my brain since The Happy Ever After Playlist. The moment of inception was when I was thinking about Sloan and how horrible it would have been to meet Jason when she was still with Brandon. It got me thinking about the challenges of falling for someone you’re not supposed to love. The What-If of things being drastically different had you made one slightly different decision.

I knew this would be a challenging story to tell, and frankly I also knew I wasn’t a strong enough writer to tackle it yet. It wasn’t until I had six bestsellers under my belt that I felt ready to juggle a plot so nuanced. I started this book, planning for it to be my seventh novel, only to realize a third of the way through that there was no way I could finish it in my usual one-year window. It needed time, careful storytelling, and due diligence. So I had a chat with my editor and pitched her the idea of giving her the book I’d planned to write as book number eight instead. Xavier’s story was a lot easier to write and I knew I could get it done before the end of the year. She agreed and the publication of Chris’s and Xavier’s love stories were swapped. I wrote Say You’ll Remember Me in about four months and then I had a whole extra year to finish the work on The Night We Met.

All in all, I worked on this book for over two years and it lived rent free in my head for much, much longer than that. It was the most difficult story I’ve ever endeavored to put on paper, but one I felt compelled for almost a decade to tell. It’s a little different from my previous work. More angsty maybe, a little more pining than usual—but a signature Abby Jimenez love story at its heart. I’m happy it’s finally out of me and in the world with you.

Happy reading!

Abby

P.S. For those of you who love the Easter eggs I always slip into my books, you might have noticed my usual mention of Nadia Cakes wasn’t in here. Larissa has a severe nut allergy and while we practice the utmost care in my bakeries, we do not have an allergen-free kitchen and the risk of cross contamination is always there. Because of that, I couldn’t have Larissa visiting Nadia Cakes in the book and it didn’t feel organic to have anyone else do it either, so you’ll have to settle for me bringing it up here instead. If you’re just now realizing that Nadia Cakes is a real place—surprise! I own the bakery chain, I founded it out of my home in 2007, and I’m a Cupcake Wars winner. We’ve got locations in Minnesota and California and we ship!
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Books Build Bright Futures

Thank you for reading this book and for being a reader of books in general. We are
so grateful to share being part of a community of readers with you, and we hope
you will join us in passing our love of books on to the next generation of readers.

Did you know that reading for enjoyment is the single biggest predictor of a
child’s future happiness and success?

More than family circumstances, parents’ educational background, or income,
reading impacts a child’s future academic performance, emotional well-being,
communication skills, economic security, ambition, and happiness.

Studies show that kids reading for enjoyment in the US is in rapid decline:

« In 2012, 53% of 9-year-olds read almost every day. Just 10 years later,
in 2022, the number had fallen to 39%.

« In 2012, 27% of 13-year-olds read for fun daily. By 2023, that number
was just 14%.
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Raising Readers | * Visit bookstores and libraries regularly.
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an ,C ange Read the book before you see the movie.
this trend. Encourage your child to read aloud to a pet or

How? | stuffed animal.
Give books as gifts.
Donate books to families and communities in need.
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Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com

Sources: National Endowment for the Arts, National Assessment of Educational Progress,
WorldBookDay.com, Nielsen BookData’s 2023 “Understanding the Children’s Book Consumer”





OEBPS/images/Art_in1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
P -

THE NIGHT
WE MET

RRRRRRR

New York Boston





