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      “El, your phone has been ringing off the hook,” my assistant tells me as I return from my weekly client meeting.

      “Who is it?” I ask, but as if on cue, the phone starts ringing again, and she drops to her chair to answer it.

      “Eliora Monroe’s office.” There’s a pause. “Yes, sir. Please hold.” She puts the call on hold and looks at me. “It’s your father, and he says it’s urgent.”

      “I’ll take it in my office.” I sigh. My father doesn’t usually call me at work, so it must be something important.

      I close my office door behind me and take a seat at my oversized desk, taking a deep breath before I answer the call just as I would before any temperamental client.

      “Hello?” I answer.

      “It’s about time. Why does it take so much effort for your father to get through?” My father huffs on the other end.

      “I was in a meeting, and my assistant knows not to interrupt me for any reason,” I explain.

      “Well, I need you to come home.”

      “To my apartment?” I ask, confused. Surely, he didn’t mean back to the town I grew up in? I haven’t been back there in years, and it’s better that way.

      “No, back to Evergreen Valley. I need your help closing this deal. There has to be a way around this contract, and I don’t know real estate law like you do.” It must be important if my father is admitting he doesn’t know how something works.

      “I-I can’t just leave work. I have clients and a busy schedule. I’m weeks away from becoming a partner,” I say.

      “Eliora, I promised you when you moved away that I wouldn’t ask you to come home. But this is important to me, to the family, and I’m asking.” He sighs. I hate that my father actually sounds desperate. This isn’t his usual tone at all.

      “What’s the contract? Maybe I can look it over here and send you my thoughts without coming over,” I suggest.

      The silence on the other end is so long that I almost think he’s hung up on me. It honestly wouldn’t be the first time. But I look at the call and see he’s still on the line.

      He sighs before speaking. “Your grandfather is almost eighty, and as much as we’d all like to pretend that his health isn’t declining, he’s not going to be around forever. It’s important to him that we finish this contract before he’s gone.”

      Now I’m the one sighing. He’s guilt tripping me with my grandfather. He’s close to eighty, and we all know about his ongoing battle to take over the town’s local bookstore. I don’t know all the details, but I know he’s made it his life’s work to take it over. He’s acquired most of the other properties in Evergreen Valley, and he even built an area of high-rise apartments. At some point, he’ll have control over a majority of the town. But the thing that’s most important is that tiny little bookstore on the edge of town. I don’t know if it’s about the property itself, or the building, or what, but I know how important it is to the family.

      “Fine, but I’m only coming home for a weekend,” I say. “I’ll look it over, offer my advice and whatever help I can, but that’s all I can do.”

      “Okay, thank you Eliora. I appreciate this.”

      “I’ll look over my schedule with my assistant and let you know the earliest I can visit,” I tell him.

      “Okay.”

      We hang up without any pleasantries. I’m pretty sure that’s the longest conversation I’ve had with him in years. My father and I aren’t particularly close. It isn’t that we fight or have any animosity toward each other, but he’s a tough person to be close to. He’s a businessman, and that’s always been his number one priority in life. My mother hasn’t ever been much better, always wanting the finer things in life and not bothering to pay much attention to me or my little sister. That’s why, the second I could, I applied to colleges in the city and moved here right after high school graduation. Of course, their financial support didn’t hurt. I definitely couldn’t have made it this far without their help.

      “El, you’re free the first weekend of December to visit your father. Should I mark that down?” my assistant, Leah, asks, peeking her head into my office.

      “Yes please, and bring me the Bartz contract, please. I need to look it over before our dinner tonight,” I instruct.

      “Got it,” she says with a smile.

      Once Leah brings me the contract, I’m back in work mode. I try to push my father and anything else going on in my life out of my head. I like to focus on work at work, and anything personal on my own time. That’s how I’m going to make partner before I turn thirty. The meeting tonight was pretty straightforward. The client is inheriting their family’s ranch in North Carolina and wants to sell it without having to actually go there. It won’t be a hard sell. The place is gorgeous, and it’s accessible to town. He needs to sign some papers for me, and then I can put out official feelers for the property—but I have no doubt the ranch will sell by the end of the year.

      My personal phone rings, and I smile when I see my best friend Bells’s name and drunk profile photo appear on my screen.

      “Well look who took the time to finally call me back,” I tease. We’ve been texting all day, but she hasn’t called me back in a few days.

      “Hey, you know I’m in the process of closing things up for the winter,” she explains. Bells recently inherited an apple orchard, and despite being as much of a city girl as I am, she surprised everyone by taking it over. I think it also has to do with the hot farmhand she fell in love with.

      “Any idea when you’re coming back to pack up your stuff?” I ask. She’s been subletting her apartment while she decided if she was serious about the small-town life or not. But now she’s making the move permanently and wants to pack up the rest of her things.

      “That’s why I’m calling. I have movers coming tomorrow for the rest of my things, and I want to be there so they don’t drop or forget anything, but could we grab drinks tonight?” Bells asks.

      “I have a client meeting at five that should be done by six. Can we grab drinks at seven?” I ask, looking over my calendar.

      “Yes please. The usual place?”

      “I’ll text Sawyer and see if I can get our usual table at Puzzles,” I add with a smile.

      “Yes! I’ve been dying for her mixed drinks. They don’t make the same things up here. I keep trying to convince the bartender to take a mixology class, but he thinks I’m joking. I’m stuck with the same three mixed drinks, and it’s sort of boring.” She sighs.

      “That’s what you get for moving up to a small town and leaving your best friend behind,” I tease.

      “Come on, it’s not like you’re alone. You have Tara,” she points out, and I feel the realization hit me like a ton of bricks. I forgot about the woman I’ve been living with and dating for the past few years.

      “You’re right.” I try to laugh off, but I know it’s no use with Bells.

      “What’s going on? Did something happen?” she asks, picking up on my tone.

      “Can we talk about it later? I don’t wanna get into it at work,” I say quietly.

      “Of course. I’ll see you later. Bye!”

      “Bye!” My relationship with Tara is complicated. I don’t want to get into it while I’m at work. It’s better to have that conversation over drinks.

      I collect my things and head downstairs for the afternoon staff meeting. Leah brings her notepad and grabs me a latte on the way. She takes more notes than I do at the staff meetings, but it’s important that I show up. I glance at my texts before I turn the ringer off and notice there aren’t any texts from Tara. I didn’t think there would be, so I’m not sure why I wanted to hurt my own feelings by checking.

      By the time the meeting is over, I head toward my downtown office for my meeting with Bartz. It only takes a half an hour to explain everything in the contract, have them sign it, and head home to change. Thankfully, Tara isn’t home, so I don’t have to get into it with her on my way out the door. After changing into something more appropriate for after work, I head across town to meet Bells for drinks at our favorite bar.

      “ELLLLL!” Bells screams when she sees me. I race over, and we hug tightly. It’s been too long since I’ve seen her in person. Her auburn curls cascade around her face as she grins at me.

      “Did you get shorter?” I ask, and then I gasp when I see her wearing shoes without a heel.

      “Oh shush. I forgot to pack my heels, so I’m stuck with these boots. But they’re designer so they’re still cute.” She laughs. I give myself a second to take her in. She looks calmer. She has on her bright red lipstick—her signature look—but her smile seems more relaxed. Her clothes are still name-brand, but they’re more small-town chic than city chic.

      “How are you? Tell me everything about Tilly and the place,” I say as I wave over the waiter to grab us some drinks.

      “It’s great! Tilly and I are still using our own houses, but we take turns spending the night at each other’s places. We don’t want to rush anything by moving in together too fast. The orchard did really well this fall, so we can afford to shut down completely for the winter. We’re keeping the bakery open because Lina loves it, but we don’t have to,” she says proudly. When she first got there, the place was almost bankrupt. The waiter comes over, and we each order a cocktail.

      “I’m so glad it worked out for you. It must be serious if you’re moving your stuff out of the city.”

      “It is. I never thought I’d say it, but I really love the small town. Sapphire Falls is just so different than anywhere else,” she gushes.

      “Promise you’ll at least come and visit sometimes,” I say.

      “Of course. And you’re always welcome to come visit and stay with us, too. But I know all about your aversion to small towns,” Bells says.

      “Yeah, about that… My father actually called today and insisted I visit home. I have to help them with a contract at the beginning of December.” I sigh.

      “Wow, it must be important if they’re asking you and you’re actually going.” She sips her drink.

      “He sort of guilted me into it. But I made him promise it was one weekend and that’s all,” I explain.

      “Well, at least that’s good. Is Tara going with you?” Bells asks, and I know it’s her sly way of trying to find out what’s going on with us.

      “I have no idea. I didn’t even talk to her about it yet, so probably not.” I shrug.

      “And you’re being all coy about her because…?”

      “We’re sort of fighting again.” I hate admitting that out loud. Tara and I have been together for almost five years, and we’ve spent the majority of them fighting with each other.

      “What happened this time?” She sighs.

      “I don’t know. Nothing really happened, but she’s upset that she’s not going home for Christmas. I told her she can go, but her family is taking a vacation to the Bahamas for once. They even invited me, but I said no,” I explain.

      “Are you still on bad terms with her family?” Bells asks. She remembers the last time I saw them—they all but fat-shamed me, and Tara did nothing to stop it.

      “I just don’t talk to them. She knows how I feel about it, so I’m surprised she’d even ask. I think she’d have fun without me, but she doesn’t want me being alone for Christmas—which is stupid, because I’ll probably be working anyway.” I frown.

      “I gotta ask, and I know you hate when I do, but I’m your best friend so I have to. Do you still love Tara? Because it seems like you’re with her more out of obligation or complacency than love at this point.” Bells looks at me intently.

      I don’t bother lying to her. She’s my best friend, and I know there’s no judgment here. But I don’t know the answer. We’ve been together for so many years, so at this point, it seems silly to throw in the towel. But is that a good enough reason to stay together? For the most part, we don’t even talk anymore. I get home long after she’s already in bed, and we haven’t had sex in months. There’s no intimacy—or even talking—between us anymore. I sleep on the couch most of the time, because it’s easier than facing her if she is still awake. We’re more like roommates than a couple at this point. I hate it, but I also can’t bring myself to end it. She has good qualities—great qualities, even—so what if we don’t have that spark anymore? Doesn’t that just mean we’ve grown into something else?

      “I love her, but I don’t know. I feel like when you’ve been with someone for a while things just become calmer. It’s just easier that way sometimes,” I say.

      “I’m never going to tell you what to do and how to live your life, but maybe you should think more about if that’s what you want for the rest of your life. Because you don’t seem happy with her like you were in the beginning,” she says, and I can tell she’s treading carefully.

      “Is anyone ever as happy once the honeymoon period wears off?” I ask.

      “Maybe. I’ve seen couples who have been together twenty years and still look as happy as Tilly and I are. I think it’s about knowing what you want and not settling for anything that doesn’t feel exactly right,” Bells says.

      “I am so going to miss you psychoanalyzing my relationship now that you’re leaving me for the country,” I tease with the hint of a fake country accent.

      “Oh please, you could never get rid of me. I’ll be less than two hours away, and I can still tell it like it is whenever you want me to. But I can tell you wanna change the subject, so tell me about work instead.” She smiles, and I’m relieved we can move on from my relationship woes.
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      “Can I help you with anything?” I ask before looking up from the book I’m putting on the shelf. The bells above the front door jingle to let me know someone’s walking in.

      “I’ve been telling you for years to let me take this place off your hands.” The voice sends shivers down my spine, and I know it all too well. Mr. Monroe is the Ebenezer Scrooge of Evergreen Valley, Connecticut. If there was a building for sale or a penny on the street, he’d grab both.

      “You know we’re not interested in selling,” I sigh, telling him for the tenth time this year.

      “This place can’t be bringing in much revenue. Let’s say we double last month’s sales on top of my offer for the building.” He picks up a bookmark and drops it with a look of disgust. I don’t know why he’s in here again. I’ve made it perfectly clear I have no interest in selling this place. Not that it’s mine to sell.

      “No thanks.” I shake my head and try to busy myself, hoping he’ll take the hint and leave.

      “You can’t seriously be turning me down. Again. You have to know that it’s silly to only sell one type of book—especially romance books.” He scoffs, saying the word romance like it’s disgusting. We’re used to this kind of narrow-minded thinking around here. I try ignoring him, once again hoping he’ll just drop it and leave.

      “Where’s your grandmother? Maybe she’ll be a bit more reasonable than you.” He looks around like she’s hiding somewhere. Which, honestly, would be on brand for her. She’s in her eighties and hates Mr. Monroe more than I do.

      He’s one of those obnoxiously handsome people that’s used to getting things in life because of his looks. He got them from his father, who tried buying the bookstore from my grandmother years ago. Neither of us was impressed nor interested, and despite repeating that, they continued to try and offer us more money than we’d ever need.

      “She’s not here today, and I’m afraid if you continue with this, I’ll have to ask you to leave,” I say sharply with a customer service smile. I’m not in the mood to argue with him today.

      “It’s fine. I’m on my way out. But I’ll be back.” He shakes his head and heads out the front door with a jingle of the bells. A brush of cool November air flows through the.

      “What’s going on? What did he want this time?” My grandma comes out from the back office and takes her place behind the register, knitting a scarf for the holiday clothing drive.

      “Mr. Monroe was just reminding us he wants the store. I turned him down, of course, and he asked for you.” I sigh. It’s nothing new.

      “That man is even more persistent than his father.” She scoffs.

      She’d been the owner of Reading Into It since the late 70s. She opened the place with my grandfather. It was revolutionary back then, an all-romance bookstore. It was something that was almost unheard of, although now more common. Her parents thought it was a ridiculous idea, but with word of mouth and the tourist effect of our small town, she did well. Well enough to be open for almost fifty years. I’ve been working here since I was in high school, starting out part-time and moving up to manager after I got my bookkeeping degree in college. Eventually, this place will be mine, but for now my grandma and I share it. She can’t quite do everything she used to, but she likes spending her days here anyway.

      “I don’t know why he thinks you’d change your mind after like, fifty years.” I shake my head.

      “Because the Monroe’s have no brains. They only think in terms of money and business. All of them are as corrupt as the next,” she says, grumbling. It’s nothing new; I’ve heard this my entire life. The Monroes are greedy and wealthy, and they have never contributed to the community—unless by way of another apartment complex no one wanted.

      “Don’t let them raise your blood pressure,” I warn her.

      “Oh, I’m fine.” She waves me off like she always does.

      My grandma is fine for someone her age, but she needs to take it easy. She often pushes the limit of how much stress she should be taking on. But she tries to act like she’s in her late twenties and not her late seventies.

      Shaking my head, I go back to stacking the box of new releases by the register. We like to keep them next to the register because it’s often what people came inside for. Sure, we have the tourists coming in to check out the place and buy bookish items. But the regulars come in like clockwork every Tuesday to pick up the new releases. So it helps having them right next to the register so they don’t have to go looking for them. I stack the latest romances face-out so everyone can see the beautiful covers. I have a habit of buying a book because of the cover; it’s like art for my shelf.

      I should probably read more than I do. But between taking care of my grandma, the store, and having a life, reading has taken the back burner. Maybe I’ll make it my new year’s resolution to get back into it. It won’t hurt to at least try. It’s something I love, and it’s relaxing, but I can’t ever make time for it. Looking around at the empty store, I realize that it’s a good time to read. I could sit in the back in case anyone needs me and just pick one of the new releases.

      “Aren’t you late to lunch with Parker? I can hold the fort down until the temp gets here,” my grandma says, looking at the clock.

      “Oh crap, yeah.” I glance at my Apple watch. I guess I won’t be doing any reading right now. Fighting with Mr. Monroe made time go by quickly. “And the temp’s name is Andrea, please don’t just call her the temp.” I sigh. We hired someone to help out over the holidays, and today is her first shift after a week of training.

      “Yeah, yeah, I’ll write that down,” she says, and I don’t miss the sassy tone she has. I don’t know what my grandma has against hiring temps, but she always gets grumpy about remembering their names.

      “I’ll see you later. Don’t cause too much trouble,” I tease and kiss her cheek chastely before I slip on my coat and head out the front door.

      The winter chill hits me like a ton of bricks. It’s so much fucking colder than I thought it was. I’m only walking down the road to Liz’s Diner, but it’s brisk enough to see my own breath. I drove in earlier and didn’t even need my coat on. Now, I’m slipping on my gloves and pulling my hat down over my ears. My ears freezing is the disadvantage of my hair being cropped in the winter. Once my knitted green hat is pulled over my ears, I feel a little bit better. It helps that I’m late, so I’m rushing over instead of walking at a casual pace.

      As soon as I’m across the street from the diner, I see my best friend’s dark red hair through the window. She’s seated at our favorite booth in the back and looking at a menu. That’s not unusual for her. She gets something new every time we visit the diner, despite the menu never changing. I like to stick to my usual—a Diet Coke and grilled cheese. I tug open the heavy diner door, and the bells jingle above me.

      “Hey Jax!”

      A chorus of hellos greet me as I step inside.

      Parker looks up and smiles as I tug off my coat and hang it on the coat rack by the doorway.

      “Your usual?” Kate, one of the waitresses, asks. She’s been working here since I was a kid.

      “Yes please, thanks Kate.” I smile.

      “I didn’t order yet. I wasn’t sure if you were even coming,” Parker says as I slip into the opposite side of the booth.

      “Sorry, Mr. Scrooge stopped by the store, and I lost track of time.” I sigh.

      “Just say the word and I’ll wipe his entire hard drive without any evidence,” she says like it’s no big deal. She’s offered me this many times, but I always turn her down.

      “I know you’re a tech genius, but I don’t want our weekly lunches to be in prison,” I whisper, shaking my head.

      “Fine.” She shrugs.

      “Do you know what you want, dear?” Kate asks, coming over with my Diet Coke.

      “The Greek gyro with extra white sauce, a root beer, and fries please. Thanks, Kate,” Parker says, handing over the menu.

      “So, how’s it going? Did anyone move into the house next door yet?” I ask. One of her neighbors moved out during the summer, and they haven’t been able to find anyone to live there yet.

      “Not yet. I still think you should take the place,” Parker suggests.

      “You know I can’t. I like living with my grandma.”

      “You know she’d be fine if you moved out,” Parker says, and despite me knowing she’s right, I still can’t.

      “I just worry. What if I move out and something happens to her? I’d never forgive myself.” I sigh.

      “She wouldn’t want you living your life like that if she knew you were staying for her,” she insists.

      “I know, but it’s not like I’m dying to move out. I will eventually, but it’s not on my radar right now.” I shrug.

      “Fine. I guess we can’t be neighbors then.” She feigns a sigh.

      “I think that’s for the best. If I saw you walking around your house naked, it would be too much Parker for me.” I laugh.

      “That’s fair.” She laughs.

      We’ve been friends since middle school, and despite half the town thinking we’re a couple, we’ve never even thought about crossing that line. It’s like two queer women can’t be friends without everyone assuming they’ve at least done it. But the truth is, I only see Parker as a sister—and my best friend. I can’t even imagine thinking about them in a romantic way, and I know she feels the same. That’s why the only time I saw her naked was when I accidentally forgot to knock and walked into her house using the key she gave me.

      It's something I’ve never done again.

      “Here you both are!” Kate drops off our food and Parker’s drink.

      “Thank you,” we say in unison.

      “Wait, so how did that first date go?” Parker asks, shoving a fry in her mouth.

      “It didn’t.” I groan.

      “Explain please,” Parker says.

      “She didn’t show up. I waited twenty minutes then checked the app and she had unmatched me. I don’t know what happened, but I got annoyed and just deleted the entire app,” I admit.

      “What? You can’t give up that easily.” She groans.

      “Yes, I can. You told me to try online dating, and it was terrible.”

      “One not even date can’t count!” she insists.

      “It’s fine. Maybe it’s just not in the cards for me right now. I’m fine with that,” I say. I’ve had my share of toxic and terrible relationships, so I don’t mind being by myself.

      “That’s a damn shame. There’s a masc shortage, apparently, and you’re taking yourself out of the game.” She shakes her head.

      “You did not just say that.” I start cracking up, and the Diet Coke I’m sipping almost comes out my nose.

      “It’s true! You know I usually fall for a hot femme but supposedly mascs are in short supply right now.” Parker laughs.

      “That’s crazy.”

      “What’s crazy is you acting like you don’t have time for romance. Or at the very least, time to get laid. How sad is it that I know you haven’t gotten laid in months?”

      “It’s creepy is what it is,” I tease.

      “I’m serious! It’s the holiday season, and people are home for the holidays. We have tourists taking over the town, and you’re not even trying. Promise me you’ll come out for Shiloh’s birthday at least,” she insists.

      “When is it?” I wince.

      Parker rolls her eyes. “You’re in the group chat. How can you not know when it is?”

      “Maybe I muted it?” I wince again, knowing she’s going to give me hell for that.

      “Jax! You can’t mute group chats! Then how will you know what’s going on?”

      “That’s why I have you.” I force a full smile. “Besides, it was going off way too much, so I decided to just mute it.”

      “Fine, whatever. Her birthday is next weekend. We’re going out Saturday night to Teddy’s Bar. There’s a theme, too. You have to dress as your favorite holiday,” Parker explains.

      “Why is there a theme? Isn’t she turning thirty?” I groan.

      “So? You went to my Barbie themed twenty-fifth.”

      “Yes, I was a very convincing Ken. But that was almost five years ago, haven’t we outgrown themed parties?” I ask, but Parker just stares at me. “Okay, got it. I’ll pick a holiday.”

      “Not Valentine’s Day, though, because that’s mine. And I think Shiloh is going as Halloween. Seriously, you need to check the group chat.” She cocks her head at me and looks toward my phone.

      “Fine, fine. I’ll unmute it later, I promise,” I tell her. “Maybe I’ll go as Christmas. I don’t know what other holiday I’d have something for.” Maybe I could just find a Santa hat and throw it on. That counts as dressing up, right?

      “That’s the most obvious, considering Christmas is less than a month away. But you can’t just throw on a Santa hat and call it a day,” she says.

      “Get out of my head! How did you know that’s what I was thinking?” I frown.

      “Because you’re obvious, and my best friend. But actually put in an effort. Shiloh is inviting some of her college friends, and from what I hear, they’re hot and single.”

      “Oh, joy,” I say.

      “Come on! I know it’s been a while since you’ve dated anyone, but it’s time to get back out there. Promise me you’ll at least try?” Parker gives her signature puppy dog eyes. I don’t know if it’s because they’re blue and big, but they always work on me no matter how much I don’t want them to.

      “Fine, I promise I’ll try.” I sigh.

      “Yay! It’ll be fun, and who knows? Maybe you’ll actually meet someone!” She cheers.

      I consider her words carefully; maybe it is about time I put myself out there again. I mean, it isn’t like I’m going to meet the love of my life at home. Sure, they could walk into the bookstore, but that kind of thing only happens in movies or books.

      Really cheesy movies and books.
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