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‘Mazey Eddings’s writing is authentic, emotional, and intensely romantic! To me, it’s like a Taylor Swift song in book form’

Ali Hazelwood, New York Times bestselling author

‘Sapphic, neurodivergent women working on a flower farm and falling in love? Be still my cottagecore lesbian heart! . . . This book bursts with Eddings’s trademark compassion, humor, and beautifully flawed characters, all within a magnificent story about queer joy, queer love, and the power of queer community. As hopeful as the first bud of spring, as lovely as the lilacs in bloom, and as gay as lavender, this book is a must-read’

Alison Cochrun

‘So freaking cute . . . I want to hug this book to my chest’

Chloe Gong, New York Times bestselling author

‘Deliciously tropey, but also raw, honest, psychologically rich – and scorchingly hot’

Ava Wilder

‘Prepare to smile, laugh, and cry your way through this witty, fast-paced rom-com’

Evie Dunmore, USA Today bestselling author

‘A Brush with Love reads the way young love feels. Mazey Eddings stole my heart with this laugh-out-loud funny, almost unbearably cute’

Rosie Danan

‘An adorable love story. A Brush with Love blends sweetness, breathless romance, and moments of striking vulnerability’

Helen Hoang, New York Times bestselling author

‘With a shimmering voice and razor-sharp wit, Mazey Eddings has crafted a contemporary romance . . . The most intoxicating slow burn I’ve read in ages’

Rachel Lynn Solomon

‘Tenderly written and oh-so-sexy . . . This romantic comedy completely stole my heart’

Chloe Liese
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Winning the lottery ruined Opal Devlin’s life. She may have been able to leave her dead-end job, but now she’s getting endlessly bombarded with people knocking at her door for a handout . . . and she can’t seem to stop saying yes.

Opal realises she has a chance to follow her own dreams, and decides to spend almost all her new money on a failing flower farm in North Carolina where she can start her painting business. But her plans for isolation soon go hopelessly awry when an angry (albeit gorgeous) Pepper Boden is waiting for her at her new farm. Pepper states that she’s the rightful owner of Thistle and Bloom Farms, and she isn’t moving out.

There’s not much else they can do except strike up an agreement of co-habitation, but they’re soon butting heads at every turn. While they each have a reason to stay, can these two opposites find a way to plant some roots? Or will their combustible arguing (and growing attraction) burn the whole place down?




This one I wrote for me




Content Warnings

Hello, dear reader!

While the following romance is light and fluffy and will hopefully make you laugh, please be aware that the following are discussed throughout the novel:


	Grief after the loss of a loved one


	Complicated relationships with alcohol


	Parental neglect/abandonment




As always, I’ve done my best to handle the above with nuance and compassion. Please take care of yourself while reading!

All my love,

Mazey
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Chapter 1

OPAL

I feel, to put it delicately, like a dickhead.

And said dickhead feeling is becoming far too familiar. Comfortable, even. Like rewearing the same pair of sweatpants for six days straight without washing them because if I don’t leave my couch during that time, do they actually get dirty? (Yes, I know they do. Yes, I am mentally ill, thanks for asking.)

But life seems dead set on plopping me into situations that bring out my dickheadedness. I regularly and melodramatically flick through my memories in search of one specific moment I can point to as the start of the chaos.

Maybe it was the time I was trampled by a herd of alpacas at a farm when I was four, my sisters watching in silent horror as those giant furry caterpillars with legs created a lifetime fear of long necks.

Or perhaps it was at age ten when I saw The Mummy (1999) for the first time at a sleepover and had felt . . . felt a lot for both Brendan Fraser and Rachel Weisz. I’d felt so much, in fact, that that same night I’d tried to kiss my best friend at the time. She had screamed and locked herself in the bathroom, then told everyone at school on Monday that I was a giant lesbo. Surprisingly, we didn’t hang much after that.

A more obvious moment would be the time I drunkenly—albeit hopelessly romantically—got my first boyfriend’s name, Sam, tattooed on my hip. Sam then dumped me two days later (on my birthday), and I sobbed while returning to the tattoo parlor—sisters Olivia and Ophelia holding my hands—and had the inky, cursive Sam changed to Sandwich ♥.

But, as I stand on the street corner outside my place of employment, Sprinkle, dressed in an inflatable ice-cream cone suit waving a sign that says TRY MY FRESH WAFFLE, I’m wondering if chaos is less a consequence of actions that sends a life careening off any discernible path and more a curse afforded to the unlucky at birth. And I am very, very unlucky.

Or just a dickhead.

As yet another pickup truck speeds by while blaring the horn, the driver leaning out his window to pick the exceptionally low-hanging fruit of a waffle joke (Urban Dictionary edition), my phone buzzes in my pocket. Poisonous butterflies erupt in my stomach, lodging into a dangerous clump of hope in my throat.

The last thing I should want is a text from my shitty ex, Miles. But knowing I shouldn’t want that and stopping my stupid little heart from earnestly cracking with how badly I want to hear from him are two entirely separate things.

I sigh, awkwardly stooping to lean the sign against the base of my cone body. Pulling my arms into the suit, I wipe the sweat from the back of my neck and push strands of orange-creamsicle-colored hair off my forehead before fishing my cell out of my pocket.

My heart sinks as I realize it’s the group chat with my sisters, confirming our weekly dinner plans.


Olivia

Pizza or curry tonight?




Ophelia

The answer is ALWAYS curry



I blow out a raspberry through my lips, then force my mouth into a smile, texting back my order. Pocketing my phone, I waddle to the entrance of Sprinkle, the scent of ice cream and waffle cones smacking me even through the suit.

It’s not that I don’t enjoy Thursday night dinners with my two favorite people, but the tradition had sprung up from being miserably dumped by Miles and the excessive wallowing I’d done afterward. While eating curry and binge-watching The Real Housewives certainly does some heavy lifting to fill the gaping hole in my life since he broke up with me, the recurring dinners are still a reminder of how much time has passed since we split up.

And how the chances of getting back together are slimmer and slimmer.

It doesn’t help that I’m stuck in a nasty cycle of feeling depressed and alone, getting a text from Miles to “hang out” on a random weeknight, going over to his crappy apartment with his mattress on the floor and two drool-stained pillows (without a pillowcase in sight), giving him a blow job or some other form of lackluster sex, then leaving immediately after (read: getting kicked out because he has an early morning—I’ve never known the man to wake up before eleven), only for painful radio silence from him for the next week. The routine leaves me feeling even more miserable than before. Shocking.

Anytime I get mopey and weak—more often than I’d care to admit—and blubber to my sisters how badly I want to get back with him, they ask the super-fun question of what I even liked about the man to begin with.

It’s embarrassing how quickly it shuts me up. But, honestly, I don’t have an answer. How do I explain that he was physically there (except for all the times he wasn’t) and his smile was cute (but he stopped smiling at me sometime around the second week of us dating) and I’d sort of rather die than be alone (even if I felt lonelier than I’d ever been while in a relationship with him).

I squeeze behind the shop’s counter, then through the kitchen, trying not to run into any appliances as I navigate my way to the break room. The suit makes a shwloooping sound as the swirl at the top gets cut off by the doorframe, then pops back up as I force myself through. My friend Laney turns from where she’s hunched near the tiny window in the corner.

“Hey,” Laney says, taking a final drag on her joint and blowing the smoke through the open window.

“Hi,” I say as cheerily as possible despite my less-than-sparkling mood. People don’t like me if I’m not peppy and happy. “Power me down?” I ask, turning and waving toward my butt.

Laney’s footsteps clomp across the small space, and she flicks off the battery pack near the base of my cone, then unties the drawstrings.

I sigh in relief as I shimmy out of the nylon monstrosity. Despite it only being the start of April, the humidity in Charlotte, North Carolina, is smothering the city with a vengeance.

“Got something for you.” Laney tosses a folded envelope to me, and I fumble, then drop it.

“What’s this for?” I ask, stooping to pick it up.

“Belated birthday present,” Laney says with a bored smile.

“Aw, thanks.” I grin at her as I take a seat at the rickety card table we use to eat. My birthday was five weeks ago and Laney (and everyone else who wasn’t my sisters or parents) had forgotten . . . which wasn’t a big deal at all and didn’t hurt my feelings one bit.

“Course.” Laney perches herself back in her spot by the window and lights another joint. “So, I have a tiny favor to ask,” she says as I slide my finger under the envelope’s seal.

Laney always has a tiny favor to ask.

“What’s up?” I pull out the ripped piece of notebook paper from the envelope. It reads happy birthday in pencil.

“I know I’m the absolute worst to ask so last-minute but, like, I’m scheduled for a double today but it turns out the band playing at McNally’s tonight canceled and they asked us to play and it’s like, one of those things you don’t want to say no to because you never know when there might be someone important in the audience, you know what I mean?” Laney says, taking a drag, then fixing her features into a puppy-dog look. “So, would you cover my shift?”

My shoulders curl, a heavy blanket of exhaustion wrapping around me as I stare at the two creased scratch-off lottery tickets that Laney had stuffed into the envelope.

Laney is the lead singer in a band with Miles. It never really feels all that great to cover a shift for her to go hang out with my ex. I’d never admit it—mainly because I prefer to avoid conflict by bottling my feelings up so tightly I’m at risk of exploding like a Coke stuffed with Mentos—but it kind of eats me to pieces that Laney still hangs out with him. Especially since they only know each other through me.

And while I’m probably being paranoid, I have this awful, nagging sense that Laney and Miles aren’t just platonic bandmates either. It’s the oh-so-subtle potential clues of finding Laney’s thong in Miles’s car or her lipstick in his bathroom while he and I had been dating.

But those things weren’t hard proof, and Laney and Miles had laughed hysterically any time I had broached the subject.

“You’d be helping me sooooo much,” she says, giving me her most saccharine smile.

“Okay,” I say, forcing a smile back. “I could use the extra money anyway.” I wish that were the main motivation, but my dominant personality trait is pleasing others. I have about as much backbone as a cooked spaghetti noodle.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you!” Laney squeals, putting down her joint to give me a hug. “You’re the best friend ever.”

This, at least, is true. I barrel through life like an overeager St. Bernard ready to rescue literally anyone by doing anything. Four a.m. ride to the airport? I’ll bring you coffee. Help moving? I won’t bat an eye if you take a three-hour break to scroll on your phone while I do the heavy lifting. Left your wallet at home by accident? Of course I’ll grab the check, and seriously, it’s fine, don’t worry about Venmoing me back. It’s all good.

Unfortunately, most of the people in my life have no shortage of things they need help with.

It could be worse. At least tonight I’ll be behind the counter scooping ice cream instead of standing on the corner in the extremely large and mildly degrading costume. When the previous cone maestro had quit, my boss had asked me to step in. Just for the afternoon. The afternoon had turned into three months of me in that suit.

“Are you gonna see if you won anything?” Laney asks, tapping her chipped nail on the scratch-offs.

“Oh. Yeah. Thanks for these, by the way,” I say, reaching in my locker and rummaging around for a coin. “So, uh, thoughtful.”

“Oh my God, don’t even mention it,” Laney says in a tone that makes the tickets seem much more extravagant than

they are.

I take a seat and start scratching.

“I have this super-hot look for tonight,” Laney says. She’s a pro at unprompted monologuing. “It’s this mesh crop top that I’m going to pair with my checkered skirt.”

“Cute,” I say, scratching away the last corner of the first ticket and pushing it aside. No matches.

“I know! I showed it to Miles last night, and that boy’s jaw was on the floor.”

What a totally innocuous and not at all inappropriate thing for Laney to say about my ex!

“That’s great.” I keep my eyes fixed on the two adjacent squares filled with flowers and $500,000 I just uncovered on the other scratch-off.

“Mm-hmm. We’ve actually been throwing around the idea of touring a little bit this summer. Hit Durham. Asheville. Knoxville. Maybe even go for bigger cities like Atlanta.”

“Oh wow,” I say, my heart cracking a little. Miles and I had talked about doing a road trip this summer.

But I’m not going to think about that. Nope. Not going to let that hurt linger.

Not thinking about it would be a hell of a lot easier if I had anything else to preoccupy my brain with. But without some shiny stimulus, my thoughts stick on the hurt like an insect to fly paper, glued to the torture until it gives up in exhaustion, rotting away.

I stare at the freshly scratched square with a frowning rain cloud.

“I just think it could be so good for our sound for us to travel together. Explore the world more, you know?”

“Yeah, for sure,” I reply, blinking against the odd pressure building behind my nose and eyes as I scratch off another square. Probably allergies and not at all a tragically broken heart.

“And, like, maybe you could house-sit for me while I’m gone? Like water my plants and feed my fish and stuff? It would let you get out of your parents’ place for a bit.”

I open my mouth to give Laney my auto-response that I’ll help however she needs when my attention snags on the cleared card in front of me. I squeeze my eyes shut for a moment, then open them, my heavy heart suddenly beating a little faster. A little wilder.

This can’t be right.

Laney is still talking, but it’s an incoherent buzz with all the blood rushing in my ears. With shaking hands, I lift the piece of cardstock, almost pressing my nose to it as I scan the tiny print over and over again.

“Opal, did you hear what I said?” Laney asks, waving her hand in front of my face.

I blink at her, so rapidly little silver stars swim across my vision.

“I can’t cover your shift tonight,” I say, jolting up to stand.

“What?” Laney snaps. “Why?”

“Because I just won the fucking lottery.”
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Chapter 2

OPAL

“I won the fucking lottery!” I screech, busting through Olivia’s door like the Kool-Aid Man on uppers.

Both Ophelia and Olivia scream. But in the terrified, home-invasion type of way and not the holy-shit-this-is-such-exciting-life-changing-news way I was hoping for.

“I think I’m having a heart attack,” Ophelia says, clutching her chest.

“You and me both,” Olivia responds, taking a generous gulp of wine.

“I’m sorry, but did you not hear me?” I say, shutting the door with my foot and bouncing into the apartment. “I. Won. The. Lottery.”

My sisters slow-blink at me.

“Like the actual lottery?” Olivia asks.

“I won,” I whisper, getting way too close to Olivia’s face. “Five hundred thousand dollars.”

I punch my fist into the air, brandishing the ticket.

The room is silent for a few seconds.

Then all three of us erupt into screams. The screaming goes on and on, amplified by our jumping, gasping, and crying as we take turns holding the ticket. Olivia’s downstairs neighbor starts beating on their ceiling with a broom handle, but nothing can burst our bubble.

When we finally shout ourselves hoarse, I walk them through the wildest hour of my life.

“I can’t believe this,” Ophelia says, draping herself across the couch.

“I can’t either,” I echo, plopping down on the floor and grabbing my phone out of my pocket as it dings.

Yikes. I have a ton of missed texts from Laney.


SO HAPPY FOR YOU!!! THIS IS AMAZING

YOU SOOOOOO DESERVE THIS

Don’t forget who got you that ticket ;)




But seriously, are you not coming back tonight? You promised to cover for me




Do you want to get out of here for a girls weekend soon? Or maybe get dinner next week?



I purse my lips as I scroll through the messages, getting whiplash from the rapid jumps between supportive and not-so-subtly hinting at wanting some sort of reward for giving the ticket to me. For my birthday.

I’m about to show my sisters all the texts when a call lights up the screen.

My head jerks back as I read the name.

“What’s wrong?” Olivia asks.

“It’s Miles,” I say, waving my phone.

“Don’t answer it,” my sisters say in unison as I swipe my finger across the screen and answer the call. I’ve never claimed to have self-respect when it comes to communication with an ex, so might as well stay on brand. Can’t let money change me and all that.

“Hello?” I say, my voice breathy and eager. Like a total fool.

“Opal. My God. It’s so good to hear your voice.”

I all but melt. Objectively, I know hearts and tummies are dirty fucking traitors, but even with all the mental resolve in the world, the second I hear Miles’s familiar voice purr in that tone he knows makes me a little wobbly, a tidal wave of hope roars through my system, poisoning my mind and heating my blood and beckoning at me with a seductive crooked finger.

“I’ve missed you,” Miles says, sweet and tempting like honey.

“Do you need something, Miles?” I ask, trying to sound cool. I’m sure I’m not fooling anyone.

“Nah. Just wanted to check in on you. Been thinking about you.”

My heart twirls then floats heavenward. He’s been thinking about me? All I’ve ever wanted is for someone to think about me.

“I’ve been thinking about you too,” I whisper, dipping my toes in emotional quicksand. But I swear I can hear him smile on the other end. Wicked. Wolfish. Softened with a dimple. And, this time, it’s genuine.

I can also feel my sisters staring daggers at the back of my head, but I’m pretending not to notice. I scuttle across the room, tucking myself into a corner.

“Been thinking a lot about us too,” he says, voice even lower, the words vibrating through my cracked chest.

Us. Who knew two little letters could create such an impact. Whenever I’m part of an us I pour all my energy into the u and make the s stand for sacrifice. It’s not like it does much good, I always seem to end up alone. I have a tendency to get too attached to people too fast, finding even the tiniest thread of connection and plucking it to death.

Miles is the latest in my tapestry of frayed relationships.

“R-really?” I ask, a dangerous swoop of hope in my voice.

“Of course. I . . . I miss you, Opal. Wanna get coffee tomorrow? Maybe talk about things?”

At this point, my heart is fit to burst. Miles is apathetic by nature, excitement and interest too cringey to indulge in, but I spent the entirety of our relationship bending over backward to try to make him smile, regardless. I nearly tore in two twisting myself into different shapes in the hopes that he’d like one of them. And maybe now, he’s finally seeing what he lost when he told me he needed to focus on his music.

“I’d . . . I’d really like that,” I whisper, biting my lip as I smile.

“Amazing. Waffle House?”

Jesus, I’m a swoon risk. “Perfect.”

There’s a pause that stretches a beat too long. “So . . . anything new?” Miles asks, his tone the epitome of casual.

“Ummm?” It’s not like Miles to ask about my day. Or ask any questions at all, to be honest. “Not really. Why?” I respond, for once choosing to have caution with this stupid boy who always has me wrapped around his finger.

“Just curious. Just curious. Like I said, been thinking about you.”

Another pause.

“So, I talked to Laney a bit ago and—”

In a burst of movement, my phone is torn out of my hand and I’m gaping up at my sister.

“Snort glass, asshole,” Ophelia says into the microphone before ending the call.

“What the hell was that?” I shout, pushing to stand and looking at my sister with righteous indignation.

Ophelia gives me a bland look. “I think you know.”

My shoulders slump. Of course I know. Despite evidence to the contrary, I do possess some common sense and a painful amount of self-awareness. It’s just that, despite those two things, I still make awful choices. Especially when it comes to Miles. Or most men, for that matter.

It sometimes feels like a curse to be attracted to men, seeing as I don’t generally like them. Now, women? I love women. They are creatures I genuinely want to talk to and also kindly ask to sit on my face.

“You need to block him,” Ophelia says. “I know what he’s doing.”

“You couldn’t even hear the conversation!”

Ophelia crosses her arms over her chest, cocking her hip. “Doesn’t take a genius to figure it out. He spends your relationship using you and cheating on you, then dumps you and regularly booty-calls you, then a few hours after you win the lottery he misses you? Come on, Opal.”

I rub my fist against my aching chest. Ophelia is the brutalist type of honest.

“I know,” I whisper.

“Opal, sweetie, I know that’s hard to hear,” Olivia says, holding out her arms from the couch. I cross the room and collapse into her. “But whatever you do, don’t give that talentless ass clown a cent. I’m begging you.”

“I won’t,” I say, voice shaky and thoroughly unconvincing. I don’t want to give Miles money, but I have this disastrous tendency to give in when people ask me for something often enough. And no one is quite as persuasive as Miles. “I think Laney expects something since she got me the ticket.”

“Oh my God, that’s another person that can fuck all the way off.”

“She’s my friend,” I protest (rather weakly).

“She’s really not, Opie,” Ophelia says, pulling out my childhood nickname. “And you don’t owe her a dime. You’ve gone above and beyond with favors for her over the years.”

“She only calls you a friend because she knows it means she can get something out of you.”

And that’s my problem. I’m so hungry to connect with someone—anyone—I settle for crumbs and pretend like they’re a full meal.

Ophelia folds her long limbs onto the couch behind me, hugging my back. My sisters are quiet for a moment, letting me silently stitch the latest tear in my already broken heart.

“What do you think you’ll do with the money?” Olivia eventually asks, pulling back to smooth a hand over my hair.

The question catches me off guard. I’ve been so stunned at even the idea that I’d won, then tangled up in others trying to lay claim on this life-changing money, that I haven’t processed it’s mine. That I can do whatever I want with it.

But what should I do with it?

Believe it or not, I didn’t grow up dreaming of becoming an ill-paid giant ice cream cone. I went to art school, getting my degree in fine art, which, in this capitalistic hellscape I was tragically born into, means that I spent a lot of money to be deemed unemployable by pretty much every job application algorithm out there.

Which is fine. Totally fine. Every artist has to struggle. After graduating with no plan, I tucked tail and moved back in with my parents, naively promising myself that I’d be staying six months, tops. Just long enough to save money and move to New York, where all real artists lived and suffered and thrived.

Sprinkle was temporary. A means to a (slightly degradingly earned) paycheck. And I had been close—so close—to making the move.

And then I met Miles.

And I put the move off.

And kept putting it off.

And, holy shit, kept putting it off.

I deferred my dreams, months ticking by, until those dreams faded and complacency disguised itself as comfort. The idea of being with someone, even someone who never really cared, was less terrifying than taking a step that would drop me all alone in a great big city.

Because, really, why give up a job—despite the demotion from server to sidewalk cone—and why throw a wrench into (what I thought was) a perfectly fine relationship with Miles? Those tiny questions always stopped me if I thought too much about a change.

But somewhere between the shitty job and the shittier boyfriend, I lost sight of the fact that I wanted change to be . . . happy.

“I want to use it for a fresh start,” I blurt out, eyes going wide as I look at my sisters.

“That’s great,” Olivia, the oldest and far maturest of the three of us, says. “What would that look like?”

I gnaw on my lip as I think. “I . . . I want to be an artist. I want to seriously do it. I want to paint my textiles and sell my designs.”

I frolic and play in every medium from charcoals to clay, but my hands are never happier than when I’m painting fabrics and materials and using them to craft something stunning and wearable.

My favorite is shoes. I have hundreds of notebooks filled with sketches of shoes, hand-painted with vivid designs. Mules and clogs and flats and boots. Concentric patterns, abstract swirls, vibrant scenes of birds-of-paradise like rainbows at the tips of someone’s toes. An infinite canvas exists with each step someone takes.

“Opie, that’s amazing,” Ophelia says. “We want that for you. You should do it.”

“Maybe I’ll finally move to New York,” I say, sitting up straighter—this idea, this new life, gaining momentum. “Get an apartment. Hell, maybe buy something? Use it as a studio? Sell my work?”

My sisters go silent at that.

“What?” I ask, catching a glance between them.

“Why does it have to be New York?” Olivia asks gently.

I shrug. “It’s what artists do. They move to New York and are constantly and devastatingly inspired by the energy of the city.”

“I mean . . . maybe some artists are. But aren’t you more inspired by nature?”

“She has a point,” Ophelia chimes in. “When Mom and Dad took us to New York when we were teenagers you complained the entire time about how much you missed trees, and your favorite thing we did was walk through the flower market.”

They aren’t wrong; I do tend to prefer nature. Something about the colors and textures of the wild—the smell of summer heat on grass or the first gentle fall of snow—makes me feel peaceful. At ease. Like my brain can slow down and catch its breath.

But when I think of artists—the kind I admire, the kind I want to be—they’re rebels and revolutionaries, their work small acts of protest, the emotion of art grinding against the cold anonymity of large cities.

And I want to belong to a group like that. I’m constantly trying to define myself, to fit nicely and neatly into the boxes and spaces I attempt to occupy.

All I’ve ever really wanted to do was belong.

Somewhere.

Anywhere.

“You don’t have to make any decisions tonight,” Olivia says, picking up on my runaway train of thoughts like she’s always able to do. “Just something to think about. And that’s the amazing thing about money, it gives you time to think. The space to plan.”

I nod, trying to pull myself back into the moment. I know Olivia is right, but my restless brain loves latching onto an idea, turning it over and over and demanding a plan right now. It’s hard to shut it up.

I steal my phone back from Ophelia, heart bottoming out when it buzzes with a new text from Laney:


I’m coming over! Wanna celebrate with you!



Then another:


Miles wants to come too! Let’s party!



“Can I sleep here?” I ask Olivia, chewing on the inside of my cheek.

“Yeah, why?”

I toss my phone to the side and blow out a raspberry. “I feel too keyed up to drive home,” I lie, not wanting to worry Olivia and Ophelia any further that I’ll do something reckless with the money. Which, in all fairness, they have a right to worry about. My silly heart often works in cahoots with my people-pleasing brain, all common sense shooting out my ears when I need it.

Ophelia untangles herself from us and stretches, arching her long and graceful neck.

“I better get going,” she says. “Teaching an advanced pointe class in the morning.”

All three of us are artists in one form or another—Ophelia a ballet dancer and Olivia a writer—which holds a delightful bit of irony as our mom and dad—a statistician and environmental lawyer, respectively—don’t have a creative bone in their bodies. We love dabbling and playing with different ways to express ourselves, often taking on some random project or another together to bond over.

“Love you.”

“Text us when you get home.”

After the door clicks shut behind Ophelia, Olivia makes up the couch for me, and I burrow into the soft sheets and pillows.

“Why are you hovering over me like Kathy Bates in Misery?” I ask, squinting one eye up at her.

She laughs through her nose. “I’m just that obsessed with you, love bug,” she says, smoothing a hand over my orange hair. “And I’m also excited for you. I think a fresh start is exactly what you need. Find your spark again.”

She bends down, placing a kiss on my head, then retreats into her room.

I blink at the dark ceiling.

My spark.

That’s what I’m missing. That glow of joy, a candle in a winter window, warm and welcoming and a guide home.

I hope I can find it.
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Chapter 3

OPAL

I wonder if I’ll ever get a good night’s sleep again.

Agonizing hours of endless tossing and turning isn’t a particularly new phenomenon—I actually can’t remember the last time I slept well. My parents never miss an opportunity to whine about how they didn’t sleep through the night for the first ten years of my life—always waking up with a jolt from the force of my gaze as I hovered at the edge of their bed like a Victorian ghost child.

But it’s been a week and a half since I won the lottery, and my sleep is worse than ever.

And damn is it frustrating. I wish I came with an off switch, a way to power down the pinging circuits of my hyper brain. But no, the second I put my head on a pillow, electricity surges through my veins, jump-starting my heart any time I even mildly drift off. My mind decides to make me relive every embarrassing moment of my life on loop or come up with endless worries, all of them bouncing around my skull like a jar of marbles spilled over a staircase.

I stare at the sharp green lines of the 4:00 a.m. glowing from my clock until my eyes go hazy, early morning darkness hovering in the room. With a sigh of defeat, I give up on the idea of sleep.

It doesn’t help that my phone keeps buzzing—DMs and texts and tweets from people I haven’t heard from since high school or earlier—that blue light adding fuel to my jitteriness. Apparently, Laney didn’t stop with Miles when it came to sharing my good news.

The money was deposited into my previously laughable bank account a few days ago, creating a world of problems. I’ve spent most of my life desperately searching for friends and closeness and companionship—always serving as people’s back-up plan, a good time in small doses, ready and eager like a puppy to jump at anything I was lucky enough to be included in, then doing everything possible to ensure the people around me had a good time, even if it left me feeling spent and empty.

So many moments of my life I wanted someone to text me to see how I was, break up the loneliness of chasing one-sided relationships.

Now, everyone wants to see how I’m doing. If I want to get drinks. Dinner. Coffee. Some of the messages are subtle. Most are downright demanding.

All of it hurts my feelings.

No one wanted anything to do with me until I had something monetary to give them, and it’s painful to realize how accurate my sisters’ concerns were about people wanting to use me.

I know nothing about this will change unless I find the courage to make the next move. But stagnation is comfortable. Making a change takes bravery, a willingness to declare what I want then be swept into the unknown consequences of it. If I never move, nothing ever changes, but if nothing ever changes, I can’t be crushed by the disappointment of it not working out.

I scroll through my messages, a particularly long one from Laney snagging my attention.


Another unanswered call. Cool. I just find it really funny that for someone that likes to pretend to be some fucking martyr all the time, you have no problem blowing everyone off the second something good happens. But you do you I guess. Not like any of us have any real problems, right? And like, I wouldn’t even be mad or bother reaching out if i didn’t care about you and shit. I guess that’s what makes it so frustrating though . . . you’re just looking out for number one. Fine. Don’t crawl back to my DMs when you’re sad and mopey in a week because someone hurt your precious feelings. Careful what bridges you burn, babe



Guilt roils through my stomach and up my throat. I’m not trying to be selfish, I’m . . . I’m . . .

I’m overwhelmed.

I’m overwhelmed and confused and have never felt so isolated as I do now with everyone blowing up my inbox.

I start typing out an apology text, but Olivia and Ophelia’s voices swirl in my head.

She’s not your friend, Opie. She’s really not.

I won’t take my own advice, but I will take theirs. With a sigh, I swipe out of the app and chuck my phone to the end of the bed. I smack the heels of my hands against my forehead, trying to jolt myself out of this slump. I hate the idea of being hated—it makes my skin itch and my stomach churn—but if I’m already being painted as a villain by my so-called friend, I might as well put my money toward finding a new place to ghost everyone.

I sit up, pulling the top half of my short (now bubblegum pink) hair into a little fountain at the crown of my head. After turning off all push notifications on my phone, I grab my ancient laptop and boot it up.

With a deep, shaky breath, I open the browser and begin to search.

I start basic and broad, my New York apartments googling offering too many options for my already crowded brain. Then I start researching neighborhoods. Brooklyn. Lower East Side. Hell’s Kitchen. Chelsea.

Clicking through apartment listings on countless sites, zooming in on the grainy pictures of gray walls with tiny windows and stained plastic floors that seem to make up all of New York’s property options . . . that are in my budget, at least.

It turns out hundreds of thousands of dollars does not actually get you that far when it comes to New York City real estate. An incredible revelation that’s totally, utterly shocking for one of the most expensive cities in the world.

I drag my hand down my face and squeeze my chin, none of this feeling like I imagined it would.

Maybe Olivia and Ophelia were right. Again. Damn them.

Maybe New York isn’t actually for me. Because the idea of moving to a giant city made of concrete and metal and glass without knowing a soul makes my aching heart crack even further with loneliness.

I’m about to give up on the entire thing and exit out of the search when an ad in the corner catches my eye.

Visit Asheville, stay weird! it reads, a picture of a small skyline and lush mountains in the background.

Like the flip of a switch, I’m flooded with happy memories.

I’ve always loved Asheville—my parents took us on countless trips to the mountains when we were kids. It’s an incredible, eclectic mix of waterfalls and forests, hiking and art-filled streets, buskers and beauty.

It’s a little bit of everything, nestled in the Appalachian Mountains.

I change my search terms.

The next thing I know, I have fifty-two tabs open and haven’t blinked in hours, falling down a rabbit hole of hidden gems in the town that’s now calling to me.

But one listing in particular, a Facebook Marketplace ad with a few grainy photos and endless loveliness, has grabbed me by the heart and won’t let go.

Without thinking, I pick up my phone and dial the number.

“Hello?” a sugary-sweet voice with a southern accent answers after the third ring.

“Hi! So sorry to bother you. My name is Opal. Opal Devlin. I saw your Facebook Marketplace post for the farm.”

There’s a brief pause, then the woman says, “Oh right! Well, hello, darlin’. I’m Trish. Pleased to meet you.”

“You too,” I say, meaning it. I automatically like this woman and her sweet voice and dripping charm. “Is the listing still available? I had a few questions and I—”

“Now let me just interrupt you right there, sweetheart,” Trish says. “I want you to know that the price isn’t negotiable. The Thistle and Bloom is a fine piece of property and I’m already selling it for a song. I don’t want either of us wasting our time.”

“Sorry! Sorry!” I rush out. I’m incapable of having a conversation without profusely apologizing for, like, talking and whatnot. “That’s not what I’m asking. The price is fine. Not an issue at all, actually.”

Another pause. “Well, okay, then. What can I help you with?”

“Is it . . . Can you tell me about it?”

Trish takes a deep breath. “Oh, honey, it’s the most beautiful place in the world.”

She launches into an outrageously gorgeous description of the flower farm, painting a picture of rainbow sweetness, dewy leaves, and sun-dappled petals. An astonishingly cozy cabin perched in the center of the five acres. Gorgeous views and green grass and a scene so charming it might as well have a constant stream of folk music humming in the background.

“It sounds incredible,” I say breathlessly, peony-pink hearts in my eyes.

“Sweetie, it’s heaven on earth.”

“And you haven’t sold it yet?” I ask, knowing how desperate I sound. I don’t even care. Suddenly, nothing in the world feels more monumentally important than getting myself to this perfect, flowery Eden, spending my days frolicking in fields of tulips, nights wrapped in a warm blanket next to a roaring fire in the stone fireplace Trish described, sipping chamomile tea as crickets sing through the windows.

Trish sighs. “You know, there’s been offers. So many offers.”

My heart sinks.

“But none have felt quite right. A place like this, somewhere so special, deserves a special person to own it. Keep it lovely. And I’m searching for that person.”

“I can be that person,” I basically yell. “I know I can.” My jaw is tense, skin buzzing and muscles bunched with how much I want this to be my future.

“I don’t know, honey. You sound so young. You sure you can take care of a place like this?”

“Yes. Absolutely yes.” At this point, I’m willing to do just about anything to prove it to Trish. To myself.

Trish pauses again.

“I’m ready to write you a check for the asking price today,” I blurt out, needing to hear this sweet older woman’s voice tell me yes. Open the door to my new life with that one simple syllable.

“Oh, bless your heart. You are serious, aren’t you? Where do you live?” Trish asks slowly, and I cross all my fingers and toes.

“I’m in Charlotte.”

“What a coincidence, so am I. If that isn’t a sign from heaven that you’re meant to have this place, I don’t know what is!”

My entire body is flooded with warmth and excitement like the first time stepping out into the sunshine after a brutally long winter.

“Let’s meet and do this in person. I’ll hand over the deed and you can write me the check. We can meet at the Starbucks in the Blakeney Shopping Center. How about ten a.m.?”

I grin. “See you then.”

“Hi, darlin’. Would you by chance be Opal?”

I turn around to the cheery drawl, smiling. Trish’s appearance exactly matches her voice, sweet, bubbly, and exuberantly southern.

“I am! And you’re Trish?”

“Guilty. Thanks for meeting so soon, sugar,” she says, fluffing her poofy blonde hair, sparkly pink talons glinting in the sun. She looks like Dolly Parton but with more cheetah print. I can’t stress enough how much I adore her.

“Thank you,” I say, unable to fight the urge to reach out and give her arm a friendly squeeze. Comfort radiates out of her. “This is honestly just . . . so exciting.”

“Sure seems like kismet, huh, dear?” Trish says, sitting down and taking a long sip of her sweet tea. “You sure you’re ready to take on a place like the Thistle and Bloom?”

This makes my heart trip. “What do you mean? Is it not in good shape?”

Trish’s head jerks back and she stares at me, affronted. “Why, it’s perfect. That’s the whole point—if I’m going to let go of somewhere so wonderful, I need to know whoever takes it over will care for it properly.”

I beam, emotion building in my chest at the passion and love in Trish’s voice. She clearly cares deeply for the farm. “I will. I promise. I actually plan to use it as my fresh start. I’m an artist and I want to start working seriously at it. The Thistle and Bloom seems like a spot of endless inspiration.”

“What kind of art, sugar?”

Heat curls up my cheeks, and I toy with the lid of my iced coffee. “Uh, well, it’s kind of niche, I guess, but I really like, er, painting textiles?” I wonder if it will ever stop feeling uncomfortable to talk about the thing I love so much. Why does passion feel so embarrassing?

“How neat,” Trish says, eyes glinting as she leans toward me. “Tell me more.”

Damn, I love this woman. She makes me feel like the most interesting person in the world, like she genuinely cares about me.

“Shoes are my favorite to paint,” I say, voice rising in excitement. “Creating unique designs on leather mules and clogs. I want to sell them.”

Trish’s smile never falters. “Honey, that sounds like the greatest idea in the world. You’re gonna make a fortune. And I can’t tell you how happy it makes me to imagine you doing that at the Thistle and Bloom.”

I can see it too, my hair undone, long, gauzy dress flowing in the soft summer breeze as I stand on the porch of that perfect cabin, the sun on my cheeks and the sweet scent of flowers in the air. I’ll walk barefoot across the grass, set up a spot under a shady tree, working for hours on my tiny labors of love. Peace. Purpose. It’s all about to be mine.

My eyes go a bit misty, and Trish reaches across the table, holding my hand.

“But, to be blunt about it, darlin’—and I hope you can forgive me because I truly hate talking about money, it’s such a dirty thing—but are you sure you can afford it? Like I said on the phone, the price isn’t negotiable. And I’m certainly sick of all these men calling me up and insulting me with low offers. I’m giving away a piece of my heart here, I’m not going to be steamrolled on the price on top of it all.”

“Hell yeah. Know something’s worth and hold your ground,” I say, as if I’ve ever held my ground in my life. I’d give my soul away if someone asked for it nicely enough.

Trish winks at me. “Three hundred thousand ain’t something to scoff at.”

She riffles through her purse for a second, then pulls out a manila envelope, sliding the deed across the table to me. I pretend to look at it like someone who knows what they’re doing would. Seems real enough. The seal on the bottom is raised and everything.

I swallow past my dry throat, the reality of that amount thumping at every pulse point. A queasy wave rolls through me, but I push it down. I can afford it. After taxes, it’s most of what I made from the winning ticket, with just enough left over to buy supplies and live off as I try to get my business going, but everyone always says to invest in property . . . right?

“I can afford it,” I say, lifting my chin and holding Trish’s kind gaze.

Trish studies me closely for a moment, and I’m swamped with respect for how thoroughly she’s vetting me, that she cares enough for this piece of land that she’ll make sure whoever buys it is worthy.

“I believe you,” she says at last, taking another sip of her tea. “But—and I know this is none of my business, darlin’, so tell me to mind my beeswax if I make you uncomfortable here—how can a
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