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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            NELL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Kate

      

      
        SOS.

      

      

      

      

      

      My older sister, Kate, could not have chosen a worse time to send me that text. I’m in the middle of an important meeting with my boss and the rest of the acquisitions team at the real estate development company I work at. As an assistant, I’m supposed to be paying attention. Taking notes.

      Not stressing out about my sister, who could either be in mild distress or dying.

      SOS? That could mean anything. Is it SOS—I need help picking a dress for date night? SOS—I forgot Mama’s recipe for kaldereta? Or SOS—I’m bleeding and need to be rushed to the hospital ASAP? Because she knows I can’t drive. I don’t even have a license—or a car, for that matter. The best I can do is call a cab.

      I send a quick reply as discreetly as I can.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nell

      

      
        ????????

      

      

      

      

      

      When I look up, my boss, Jane, is glaring at me. Her vibrant red hair, curled in loose waves, makes her head look like it’s on fire. Sheepishly, I set my phone face down on my lap, ignoring it when it begins vibrating with a call.

      I’m restless with the desire to pick it up. Ever since the doctor broke the news that Kate’s pregnancy is considered high-risk, her husband, Henry, and I have been on equally high alert with regards to her health. But if I excuse myself from this meeting—for a personal call, no less—I may as well consider myself fired.

      Jane takes these meetings seriously; she demands one hundred percent from the team, regardless if you’re an agent or an agent’s assistant.

      I dutifully put pen to paper, jotting down an agent’s update: Roger Fitzgerald—still uninterested in selling his property; pulling out assigned agents for the time being. Under it, I list everyone’s subsequent ideas for resolving that issue.

      Offer him discounted prices for a new apartment? (No dummy is going to take money from us just to give it back.)

      Bump up the asking price by an additional three percent? (We’re already offering him millions. No way.)

      I console myself with the fact that whatever Kate’s problem may be—be it a fashion emergency or worse—Henry will be there to take care of her.

      I have never met a more dedicated and loving partner—or person, even—than Henry. I credit him with restoring my faith in love and diminishing my pessimism and disdain for romance.

      Had he not married my sister, I probably would have never had the guts to pursue Creative Writing in college. My dream of working for Clover Press, the most prestigious publisher in all of Cerulea, on top of writing romance novels as a career, would have remained just that. A dream. But because of Henry, it’s an actual path I’m steadily working toward now that it’s the summer before my final year of university.

      I’d probably still be working in Vanguard Properties, as I am now, but instead of just a means to make a living and pay my tuition, I’d probably take Jane up on her offer to turn me into her protégé. An agent-in-the-making.

      Can you imagine? Me? Selling properties and developing them for a living? You may as well ask a fish to ride a bicycle.

      As soon as the meeting ends, I check my phone on my way back to my desk to see if Kate has replied.

      Nope.

      Nothing.

      Just one missed call and then radio silence.

      “Is everything alright?” Jane asks. She stands in the doorway of her office, one hand on her hip, the other on the doorframe.

      “Huh?” I blurt out. “Oh. Yes. Sorry.”

      Jane inhales deeply, her shoulders rising as if she were gearing up to lecture me. I steel myself, ready to apologize for my earlier distraction. Instead, Jane exhales slowly and relaxes her shoulders.

      “If you insist,” she says. She glances at her wristwatch before turning back to me. “Have today’s minutes in my inbox before you leave. This Roger fellow is a major pain in my ass.”

      “Yes, of course,” I say, but I don’t think she hears me. She shuts the door to her office and I slump down into my seat, worrying about my sister.

      I shoot her another text.

      
        
          
            
              
        Nell

      

      
        Kate? Is everything okay?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate
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        Nell

      

      
        Are you sure?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        Don’t worry about it.

      

      

      

      

      

      Now I’m really worried.
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      My shift could not have ended any sooner.

      I take the bus from Hetford, the capital city where I work, to Oxlea, the town in Central Cerulea where I live with my sister and her husband in a pale yellow terraced house.

      Usually, I spend the hour-long commute from the office to decompress. I read a book or listen to music. Sometimes both, as long as there are no lyrics to distract me from the words on the page.

      But today, I call my sister incessantly. She picks up on my third try.

      “Hello?” Her voice is the same as always, soft and gentle, if a little strained. If I thought I’d pick up on any signs of her distress over the phone, I thought wrong.

      “Kate,” I say. “What happened? What was the emergency?”

      She chuckles. “It’s nothing. I just—I thought we were out of garlic. I was going to ask you to bring some on your way home, but I found more in the pantry. It’s fine.”

      I sigh in relief.

      Kate loves cooking; before Henry, she dreamt of opening her own Filipino restaurant called Kusina.

      “K for Kate,” she said.

      But all that’s been set aside in favor of starting a family, which she and Henry have been working toward for the past year they’ve been married. She’s four months pregnant now and already beginning to show.

      “I’m making adobo,” she says.

      “Pork or chicken?” I ask.

      “Pork. Just how you like it.”

      I smile, even though she can’t see me.

      I have the best sister in the world. We weren’t always close; she’s nine years older than me and left home at sixteen, but ever since Mama died three years ago and the state put me in Kate’s care, we’ve been closer than ever.

      “I’m on my way home,” I tell her.

      “I know.”

      “Is Henry back from work yet?”

      “He’s…” Kate trails off. “He has some stuff he needs to take care of.”

      Oh?

      Kate must sense my concern because she’s quick to clarify.

      “Work stuff.”

      That shouldn’t surprise me; as a doctor, Henry worked long shifts, sometimes leaving in the middle of the night to care for a patient. But ever since Kate got pregnant, I guess I thought he’d slow his roll. Be around more, especially given the circumstances surrounding Kate’s pregnancy.

      “Anyway,” Kate says, “dinner should be ready when you get back. Please be safe. Call me in case of emergencies.”

      I snicker. “Can I send an SOS text instead?”

      “Very funny,” Kate says dryly.

      “Love you,” I say.

      “Love you too, Nell.”
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      I hang up feeling lighter.

      I enter the house and hang my keys over the console bearing a vase of flowers, before kicking off my shoes and setting them aside.

      Kate and I owe the concept of inside and outside clothes to our Filipino heritage: neither of us can stand the idea of wearing dirty shoes in the cleanliness of our home. Forget about wearing outside clothes to bed, either. It’s pambahay all the way.

      It took Henry some time to get used to, but after maybe the fifth time we yelled at him, he got the memo.

      “Kate!” I call out. No response. “Kate?”

      I turn left into the living room but it’s empty. I cross into the kitchen, from which a fragrant garlicky aroma emanates. On the stove, a pot of adobo is boiling, threatening to spill over. I hiss under my breath and slip on an oven mitt to transfer it and let it cool.

      “Kate!” I call out again. Thank God the stove doesn’t run on gas or the house could’ve burned down.

      I rush upstairs when I still hear no response. It’s not like my sister to be so irresponsible and inattentive to details, especially when it came to food.

      I find her in their room, curled up in a fetal position on the bed, staring absently into space. There’s a dark patch on her pillow, damp from where her tears fell.

      My blood runs cold.

      “Kate.” I fall on my knees on the floor next to her, hands pushing her hair away from her face. “Are you okay? Are you in pain? Should I call Henry?”

      Her face screws up at the mention of his name. She lets out an agonized groan. Her tears start up again and fall in quick succession.

      Panic constricts my throat. “Kate. Tell me what’s wrong. I can’t help you if I don’t know what’s going on.”

      She rolls onto her back, her palm cupping the bump on her stomach. I breathe heavily, giving her the time to sob first and then collect herself. In the meantime, I scan her body for any external signs of pain: a scar or a welt or a blood stain but find none.

      “Kate,” I plead, my voice breaking.

      “He left.”

      “What?”

      “Henry. He—He’s not coming back.” She chokes out a sob and buries her face in her hands. I can tell it was hard for her to even say. As if verbalizing the truth cemented it as real.

      Even I can’t believe it. Surely she’s talking about a different Henry? The Henry I know—the Henry she married—would never leave her. He’d never walk out on our family, especially now that they were expecting.

      But I look at my sister and I know it’s real. This is happening. This is our truth now.

      I’ve never heard Kate wail like this, not even when she left home, that night she and Mama fought harder than they ever had, the fight to end all fights, or the day she picked me up from school after Mama took her own life.

      Henry is gone. He’s left us behind.

      Whatever faith I had in love crumbles all over again.

      I want to pry. I want to ask Kate to give me all the gory details. The “how, the “when,” and then maybe, together, we could figure out the “why”. But I know it’s delicate. The wound is too raw. All that matters right now is my sister and her baby and the pain that is surely detrimental to their health.

      I crawl next to her onto the mattress and scoop her into my arms, not caring about our own rule of no outside clothes in bed. I stroke her hair. I rock her back and forth the way Mama used to do to us when we were younger, the way Kate did to me after she broke the news in her apartment that she was now my legal guardian.

      We lay there until the sun goes down and the streetlights outside switch on. Until her staggered breaths even out and calm.

      “Where is he now?” I ask the dark, in case Kate doesn’t want to reply.

      She sniffles. “I don’t know. Gone.”

      “Just gone?”

      “It’s not like I asked about his plans.” She scoffs.

      I squeeze my sister’s hand. “I’m sorry,” I say. That was careless of me.

      She breaks out into a soft sob, as if she’s afraid I’ll hear, even though her tears dampen my shirt.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do,” she says, sitting up to face me. “Does this mean we’re getting a divorce? Should I divorce him? Where do we go if I do?”

      Henry was the sole breadwinner of the family. The house was under his name, a gift from his parents when they wed.

      I shush her and wipe the tears from her face. “Don’t worry about that,” I tell her. Leave that to me. “We’re going to be fine, okay? Everything will be alright.”

      “No, it won’t. Nell, he left. I mean, he was practically gone our whole marriage, always busy at work, but now he—” She buries her face in her hands. I can hear her heart breaking all over again.

      I don’t understand it. I don’t understand him, and I don’t think I ever will.

      Mama spent her whole life hopping from one relationship to another. Kate and Henry swore they’d be different, that they’d work hard through the good and the bad.

      It was in their vows, for God’s sake.

      Where the fuck has he gone?

      “Kate,” I say softly. I peel her hands from her face and tuck her hair behind her ears. “We’re gonna be okay. Remember? Us Garcia girls stick together.” A mantra Mama had taught us. There is nothing we can’t get through so long as we’re together.

      “The baby⁠—”

      “I know,” I say, nodding. “It’s gonna be okay. I promise. We’ll figure it out.”

      “There’s so many bills, and the doctor’s appointments. I don’t have a job. I don’t know where I’m going to get the money to pay for everything.” She’s hyperventilating now, her mind seemingly spiraling from one bad situation to a worse one.

      I won’t lie and say I’m not worried about the same things. Us Garcia girls stick together, yes, but us Garcia girls also seem to be doomed to live a life of financial insecurity.

      My whole life there never seemed to be enough money to get comfortable. There was only ever enough to stay afloat, but just barely. We were always scraping the bottom of the barrel to get by. It wasn’t until Henry that our conditions improved, and his family knew that. They made Kate sign a prenup, as if my sister was marrying the guy because of his money.

      Fucking assholes.

      “Kate,” I say, cupping her face and forcing her to look at me. “Everything will be okay, Katie, I promise.” I don’t know how, but what I do know is that I will do everything I can to make this better. I’ll pick up a second job, drop out of college, give up my dreams of becoming a published author for a cushy gig flipping properties.

      Kate sniffles. I can tell she doesn’t believe me, but she wants to. That’s a start.

      “Are you hungry?” I ask. “I can reheat the adobo for you.”

      “Fuck.”

      I wave her off. “I let it cool before I came up here. Don’t worry.”

      Her shoulders relax.

      “Yes? Hungry?” I prod, hopeful she’ll let me take care of her for a change.

      Kate nods. Relief washes over me. I get off the bed and help her up to her feet. I rub circles onto her back as she shuffles into her house slippers.

      How could he just leave? After everything. And why now? I didn’t even know they were having problems. I never would have guessed. The last time I saw them together, they looked as they always did, like they just tied the knot a minute before I laid my eyes on them.

      Everything’s going to be okay, I tell myself. Us Garcia girls stick together.

      There is a way out of this. I just can’t see it right now, but it’s there. It’ll show itself to me. It’ll make itself known.

      Or I hope so, anyway. We’ve been through so much, Kate and I, that I’m worried soon enough our luck will run out.

      Just not any time soon, God. Please.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            TOM

          

        

      

    

    
      Ever since the new apartment complex in town opened three weeks ago, there’s been an influx of new customers at Second Chance Books, the bookstore where I live and work.

      They’ve got a sheen to them, these newbies, their bright eyes like neon signs telling the world they’re not from here but are ready to make this place theirs. It’s a stark contrast to the weary look most locals wear on a day-to-day basis, knowing as well as I do that we’re all steadily being priced out of our homes.

      These implants stick out like sore thumbs, their manner of speaking and dressing so out of place in Newbury, but especially Second Chance Books, with its dusty wooden shelves so full of worn paperbacks we’ve had to start stacking them on the floor. Getting around the store feels like being in an obstacle course. If you’re not careful, you’ll knock a stack and there’ll be a domino effect that’ll bury you in books.

      One such customer is leaving the store as my boss, Roger, emerges from his room in the back to look out the window.

      This has become part of his daily routine. He stands by the window and looks out at the street, first left then right. Then he glances at his wristwatch before turning to me to say, “No sharks today,” as he has over the past two weeks.

      The “sharks” are real estate agents from Vanguard Properties trying to convince Roger to sell Second Chance Books. Almost all the other stores around us have been bought out by Vanguard, their buildings knocked down into dust and rubble, turning our once lively street into a shell of its former self.

      “Maybe they’re regrouping,” I tease. “They’re clearly no match for your strong will.”

      Roger presses his lips together in a polite smile. Those jokes used to get a laugh out of him. I don’t know what’s changed.

      The other day, he asked me whether it might be time to close up shop and take the offer of millions to “explore new horizons.”

      I told him he was out of his mind.

      Second Chance Books is not for sale. Not now, not ever. And I’ll do whatever it takes to remind him of that.

      The rest of the day passes by in a blur. I don’t leave my spot behind the counter unless to go to the restroom or have lunch. Before I know it, Roger and I are setting up for the weekly book club meeting: sweeping the shin-high platform-as-stage, arranging the round wooden tables and chairs in orderly rows.

      Book club at Second Chance Books isn’t like any other; instead of reading the same book and discussing it as a group, people are invited to share passages from their latest or current read, which has morphed into some members reading their own writing or even singing songs, which Roger says falls under poetry. He’s been trying to get me to perform ever since he learned I was in a band in school. He even convinced the members of the book club to chip in to buy me a new guitar, and then a keyboard.

      I’ve managed to get away with not performing by offering to play background music or dramatic accompaniments for whoever’s reading. But Roger, unlike the sharks, never leaves things well enough alone.

      “Have you got anything for us today?” he asks.

      “You ask me that every week,” I say.

      “And you never say yes. You’ve been here five years. You have to get up on that stage at some point.”

      I sigh. He’s dropped hints of song requests before in the form of loaning me vinyl records from his collection: The Beach Boys, Billie Holiday, The Velvet Underground—he has quite the music taste. I just don’t think I can handle that many eyes on me, judging me, perceiving me.

      “I’ll consider,” I say.

      “Like hell you will. We’re coming up on the book club’s anniversary.”

      “And I told you I was already working on something for it,” I protest. I’ve been scheduling interviews with some members for a minidocumentary on the club and its history, both to commemorate it and strengthen Roger’s resolve against the sharks.

      Roger doesn’t care though. He never listens to me. He always has to have his way.

      “Here,” he says. “I’ll put you after Bobby.” He signs my name for me on last week’s sign-up sheet, bumping Walter, one of our newest consistent attendees, down a slot. That puts me in third.

      “Roger,” I warn.

      He checks his wristwatch and then wiggles his brows at me. “I’d get to practicing if I were you. An hour should be enough, no?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I settle on Mazzy Star’s “Fade Into You.” A classic, and one that I already knew how to play and had memorized the lyrics of. My acoustic guitar’s leaning against the shelf next to the platform, ready to be picked up when it’s my turn.

      I stand by the refreshments table as people spill into the store. I love how Second Chance Books looks at night, with the warm ambient lighting and dark wooden everything. Members, both old and new, come to greet me.

      Mildred, one of the members who’s been here the longest and helps cohost the book club, smushes my cheeks and greets me with a kiss on each side. She tells me she’s looking forward to my performance, which means Roger has already called up everyone he knows to tell them the news.

      Everyone takes their seats but I’m too jittery to sit. I try to make myself seem busy: pouring wine into paper cups for whoever asks, nibbling on the cheese and crackers laid out for guests.

      It’s a full house, fuller than it’s ever been. More and more people arrive, and when all the seats are taken up, people stand in rows in the back, their new faces outnumbering familiar ones almost ten to one.

      What will they think of me?

      They’ll clap, of course, to be polite. But what if my voice cracks? What if I miss a note? There’s a couple whispering to each other by the door, the woman’s bright red hair catching my eye, and I imagine what their conversation might be like after my performance.

      “He should stick to selling books,” the man will say, pleased with himself when the woman laughs.

      “I never want to hear that song again,” she’ll reply, to which he’ll insist they should listen to the original to drown out their memory of my rendition.

      Louis gets on stage after Mildred’s introduction. His permed curls are slicked back, and on the bridge of his nose rests thick black glasses. He reads a passage from Stephen King’s On Writing. He shares his thoughts, which tend to veer off-track, so Mildred limits him to fifteen minutes of stage-time max. When he finishes, there is a smattering of applause. He reclaims his seat just as Bobby, a hulking mass of a human teddy bear, steps onstage.

      That’s when I see her. A face new to this place but not to me. Her honey-brown hair is tied up in a neat bun. Loose strands frame her rosy cheeks. She tiptoes from behind someone’s shoulders, trying to catch sight of the stage.

      Our eyes meet. Hers brighten. She grins and waves.

      My mind goes blank. My chest is pummeled by the heavy fists of my longing.

      She looks the same as always, if a little more radiant. I feel her magnetism pulling me towards her, almost forcing me to my knees as if there was no better response to her presence than to worship her.

      But I can’t. I won’t.

      I’ve let myself be drawn to her flames before, and like Icarus, all I got were scorched wings.

      Bobby wraps up onstage. I can hear Roger introducing me. Everyone’s eyes add to the weight of her gaze.

      I can’t breathe. It’s as if someone had stuffed my ears with cotton, muffling all the noise around me.

      She sticks her fingers in her mouth and whistles. It sounds hollow in my ears.

      They’re clapping, all of them, for me.

      I should get up there, strap my guitar to my chest and just play. Make Roger happy and be done with it. Then after, I should go and say hello to her. What’s up? How are you doing? I haven’t seen you in so long.

      There’s so much I should do. If I were a better man, a braver man, I’d have done them already. Instead, I turn on my heel and flee. I lock myself in Roger’s room and don’t leave until book club is over.
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      I try to ignore the obvious disappointment on Roger’s face when I emerge from his room hours later. Quietly, I stack the used paper cups and throw them in the bin. I carry the tables back to their places. I rearrange the chairs.

      Roger approaches me and hands me a tiny sheet of paper, seemingly torn from the back of a worn paperback.

      “What’s this?”

      “A girl left you her number,” he says. “Some girl named Paulina.”

      I stare down at the sheet. There, her unmistakable print. Elegant and precise in its strokes, divulging its author’s confidence.

      Roger wiggles his brows at me. “I’d call her if I were you.”

      But you’re not me.

      I clench my fist around the sheet. It crumples in my palm.

      Roger grunts as he sits himself down. “Do you want to talk about what happened?”

      Oh, nothing. Just the fact that a girl from my past—the girl from my past—is now back to haunt me.

      “Stage fright,” I offer.

      Roger sighs. “Next time, then.”

      I nod. “Next time.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            NELL

          

        

      

    

    
      The Vanguard Properties headquarters is a dazzling all-glass five-story building, a paragon of new Cerulea: sleek, modern, and so clearly affluent. It’s flanked by older Victorian architecture and would otherwise be described as tacky had the contrast not been by design. It’s one of the first things they tell you as a new hire: the building serves as a mirror to Cerulea, forcing its citizens to confront the country’s need to modernize.

      I just like that every single floor and room is air-conditioned, from the hallways to the bathrooms.

      I swipe my keycard in the elevator and ride it to the fourth floor, just in time to start my shift. All week, I’ve been hesitant to leave Kate alone to go to work, but each day she has insisted she’s feeling better than the last, and even though she didn’t look like it, I had no other choice but to go. We need my income, now more than ever.

      “Oh, good. You’re here,” Jane says when I arrive at my desk. She’s sporting an animal print blouse tucked into a red pencil skirt that matches her hair—professional attire in form but not style. No one else in the office can get away with that, but the C-Suite guys love Jane because she’s efficient and effective, so they let her get away with almost anything. No red tape stands in her way.

      She beckons me into her office and orders me to bring the Newbury: Fitzgerald file. I find it easily, given I’ve been alphabetizing the documents in my file cabinet the past few weeks. I set it down in front of her and stand back, awaiting further instructions.

      Jane flips the folder open. She stares at the first page, deep in thought. From memory, I know it contains Roger Fitzgerald’s profile, the subject of last week’s meeting, as well as notes from agents who have tried to convince him to sell his property to us.

      “This man,” Jane finally says, “is a pain in my ass.”

      Ah, so it’s that kind of morning. When work is tough, I sometimes double as Jane’s unwilling therapist. At least I don’t have to do much but stand there and ask questions like, “He still won’t sell?”

      “No,” Jane says. “I went to their stupid book club meeting with my husband, thinking maybe I can talk to Roger myself, but the man is famous! Everyone swarmed him to get a minute of his time. No wonder he refuses to sell. I have half a mind to commit arson just to get him out of there.”

      I imagine Jane inside the secondhand bookstore pictured in the Newbury: Fitzgerald folder. She’s such a modern woman, I can’t imagine her not sticking out in a place as seemingly cramped and cozy as Second Chance Books.

      I remember when I first found out about it. My heart clenched at the knowledge that I’d be playing a role in shuttering a bookstore, no matter how small. After all, bookstores have always been my refuge from reality. When times got tough, I could always wander into a bookstore, inspect the shelves, and remind myself that there is always some place I can run off to, even just for a while. Even if it’s between the pages of a book.

      Besides, good or bad, every book has an end. Happiness might not be permanent, but the pain won’t last forever, either.

      I’ve had to teach myself to forget about Second Chance Books every time we discuss the Newbury: Fitzgerald case. In its place, I imagine an empty plot of land.

      “Maybe don’t do that,” I blurt out. Jane glares at me and I realize she was just exaggerating. Even after months working for her, I’m still not used to not taking her literally. It’s gotten me in trouble a few times before, but thankfully nothing too bad.

      Jane sighs exasperatedly and flips the folder shut. With her elbows resting on her glass tabletop, she massages her temples and says, “I’m running out of ideas. Wes desperately wants that piece of land, no matter how many alternative options we give him.”

      Wes is Wesley Grant, CEO of Vanguard Properties. Despite how close Jane is to him, I’ve never met him before. I don’t think I’ve even seen his pictures. The guy values his privacy, I’ll give him that.

      He has some fanatics in the office, mostly the boys my age who are desperate to climb the corporate ladder and become rich themselves, but I’ve also overheard some employees talking about how they preferred when Wesley’s father was in-charge. Having only worked under Wesley’s reign, I can’t exactly give a fair opinion.

      “Did you know,” Jane says, an incredulous look on her that tells me that whatever she’s about to say, I’m not meant to see coming. “Even with the ten percent commission, no other agent wants to take him on. Ten percent, darling. That’s over triple the standard rate. That’s—what? At least a couple hundred thousand Cerulean crowns?”

      My jaw drops. How could anyone say no to that much money? I could pay back my student debt with that money, cover our bills at home, and take care of all of Kate’s medical fees.

      “Wesley wants to break ground by end of summer. There’s no way we’re convincing that stupid old man to se⁠—”

      “What if I try?”

      The words are out of my mouth before I can stop them. Before I’ve even given them much thought. But the longer the words hang in the air between us, the more they start to take shape, to become a viable option.

      This is our Way Out, and if I get this right, Kate, the baby, and I will be taken care of.

      Jane stares at me, mouth slightly agape.

      “I—I mean,” I stammer. “I know I’m not, like, an agent or anything, but you’ve always been going on about taking me under your wing. Not that it’s annoying or anything, I didn’t mean to say you were going on and on and o⁠—”

      Jane grimaces and holds up a hand. “Yes, Eleanor, I get it.”

      I clench my fists and bite my lip to shut myself up. On top of forgetting not to take Jane so literally all the time, I also talk too much when I’m nervous.

      Come to think of it, my boss might be a saint, considering what she’s had to put up with me.

      Jane folds one hand over the other and leans forward. “So you’ve given my offer more thought?” The offer, of course, is to be her protégé.

      “Yes.” No. This is the first I’ve even seriously considered it.

      “And you want this to be your first project?”

      “You said no one is up for it. I figured I’d be a team player.”

      Jane levels me with a severe gaze. It’s as if I’ve been placed under a microscope, my every fault and flaw magnified and displayed for her to pick apart.

      I start to sweat. The ends of my cropped hair scratch at my neck, making me itch.

      She can see right through me. She knows I’m in it for the money.

      But then again—who isn’t?

      Finally, Jane relaxes. “Well, I always say—no better way to get started than to jump straight into things.”

      “So, you’ll let me?”

      Jane shrugs. “It’s worth a shot.”

      I dig my nails into my palm to keep myself from squealing. Don’t get too excited, I tell myself. We’re not out of the woods yet.

      “And the commission,” I start, letting myself trail off so I don’t have to explicitly ask if it’ll be mine.

      “You convince Fitzgerald to sell,” Jane says, “and the commission is yours.”

      My spirit soars. Jane holds out the folder for me to take and dismisses me with an order to review the file and pitch her a plan.

      “You get a day off to execute it,” she says as I’m walking out the door. “And please try not to come up with anything too lavish. The man and his assistant know how to run a bill, judging from the last time we hosted them at the resort in Hopley Head.”

      I promise Jane I’ll keep my pitch fiscally conservative and return to my desk.

      She has no idea what she’s just given me: a Way Out, a map to the light at the end of the tunnel, whatever you want to call it.

      Kate and I are going to be okay. We’re going to be more than okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            TOM

          

        

      

    

    
      One of Roger’s strongly held beliefs is that a new day heralds a new beginning. It doesn’t matter how badly you fucked up the night before, whether you raised your voice at someone you love or acted cowardly. When the sun comes up, you get a new chance to make things right. To apologize. To be brave.

      I wish I could say I’m the exemplar of that belief, but alas. At lunchtime, I spot Paulina crossing the street towards the store. I duck under the counter. I have approximately fifteen seconds to get the fuck out of here before she arrives. I crawl toward the door behind me which leads to stairs that go straight up to my flat, feeling every bit of pathetic as I look. I just about get the knob twisted when the bell over the store entrance rings, signaling Paulina’s arrival.

      Roger emerges from his room and gives me a quizzical look. I stick my finger through the teeny tiny slat in the doorway, cringing when the door creaks open.

      Roger clears his throat. With a shake of his head, he proceeds to the center of the store and greets Paulina. I make my escape, still on all fours, just as I hear our standard greeting:

      “Welcome to Second Chance Books! How can I help you?”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I stumble up the staircase, my chin nearly slamming on a step from my panic. I lock my front door behind me and press my back against it, my chest rising and falling in quick succession as I try to steady my breathing. Now that she’s back, any hope of writing off last night as a nightmare flies out the window. I can’t even comfort myself with the implausible idea that she hadn’t seen me. We met eyes. The look on her face had gone straight to my stomach.

      It’s not possible. There’s no way I can still be attracted to her all these years later, right? Surely this is just a holdover, or my surprise at seeing her again after all this time. There’s just no way…

      Fuck.

      I double-check the lock on my door in case Roger gets ideas, then cross the studio to peer out the street-facing window. When she leaves, I’ll see her from here. I chew on my thumbnail, arms crossed over my chest.

      Come on, come on, come on.

      After what feels like forever, she emerges from the store. I drop down to my knees in case she looks up. I peer over the sill and watch her leave.

      There she goes, her statuesque figure shrinking smaller and smaller until it disappears.

      I wait a few more minutes before I return downstairs. Roger’s doing his crossword puzzle at his usual table. He quirks a brow at me when I reclaim my spot behind the counter.

      “Do you want to explain to me what that was?” he asks.

      I swallow hard. I rack my brain for an explanation that doesn’t make me sound as stupid as I must have looked.

      I come up empty. I guess that just means I’m stupid—fact.

      Roger sets the newspaper down, his fountain pen holding it in place. I’d asked him before, why he wouldn’t just use pencil, and he said it’s a lot more thrilling that way, having no method of erasing his mistakes other than striking it out, forcing himself to reckon with it eternally (or at least until he recycles the page). “So, if last night was stage fright, what’s today?”

      I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

      “Thomas, my boy,” Roger says, impatience dripping from his voice. “The lovely girl from last night came back today because you still haven’t texted her, even after she so kindly left you her number. And not only did you not have the decency to show your face, you would rather make like a cockroach than say hello. Around here, we call that stupidity.”

      I exhale an exasperated sigh. He’s right, of course. Where usually I’d be inclined to defend my honor, I have no excuse in this scenario. I acted stupidly. No, cowardly.

      Roger gestures for me to take a seat across from him. I oblige. He levels me with a piercing gaze, one I’ve come to know throughout the years as expectant. An ‘explain yourself while you have the chance before I come up with an explanation for you and run with it’ kind of gaze.

      Where do I start?

      Roger knows all about my history at this point. My family background. How I ended up here and why. But I could never bring myself to name the cherry on top of it all. The final straw, my own personal shame.

      “Do you remember,” I start, “the night you and I met?”

      Time had dulled the sting of this truth. It’s just another story now, like the first song I learned on the guitar or how my shoulders would ache from hours of piano lessons with improper posture.

      Roger folds his arm over the table and leans into it. Go on, his eyes tell me.

      I believe that certain things happen to us that mold us into the person we’re meant to become. A trial by fire that results in a rebirth, a phoenix rising from the ashes.

      The night my father was inducted into the Conservatory of Music’s Hall of Fame for his contributions to Cerulean arts and culture, I was sitting at one of the many round tables at the ceremony with my stepbrother, both of us dressed in stiff suits and uncomfortable brand-new leather shoes.

      “I told you about the girl,” I say. “Greg’s girlfriend.”

      Greg was—is?—my stepbrother. He’s less man, more Neanderthal. He walks into any room like he owns the place and the people inside it.

      That night, he wouldn’t stop snickering at something on his phone while the sons of my father’s bandmates laughed along. Finally, Greg’s phone circled the table and reached me. And there she was: a drunken Paulina, undressing on camera.

      I don’t remember what I said anymore, only how I felt saying it. Years of pent-up anger flowed out of me, and when Greg snorted and told me to chill, I reared my fist back and threw the first punch. My knuckles connected with his nose with a sickening crunch. My father was onstage giving a speech. He’d cut it short when Greg tackled me and began pummeling my face in retaliation.

      The night ended early for us. On the ride home, my father was dead silent. Greg and I both held ice packs to our faces. My stepmother, Yvonne, kept glancing at us in the backseat. Or, well, she glanced at Greg. She glared at me.

      When we got home, my father lasted the short walk it took to his study—a room full of musical instruments rather than books—before he exploded. I can still hear the echoes of his rage reverberating somewhere in the back of my skull. That kind of anger coming from your father never really leaves you.

      He didn’t care that Greg had beaten me to near-pulp. What mattered was only that I initiated it and humiliated him. He said I was grounded. That I had to quit the band I’d started with my friends, because they were clearly a terrible influence if I thought I could go around punching people.

      He threatened to cut me off, to disown me. I figured I’d make it easier for him.

      Greg didn’t get the same reprimand. Apparently, it was fine to beat someone up as long as they threw the first punch. Self-defense or whatever.

      After my dad sent me to my room, I paced. Back and forth, back and forth, for maybe a good hour. I couldn’t sit still. I had to let Paulina know.

      I changed out of my shoes into sneakers and climbed out of my window, still in my tux. My coat caught on a branch, and I still remember the sound of the fabric tearing. I didn’t care. I ran all the way to her house with a crater-sized hole in my coat.

      I threw pebbles at her window, the way I had since we started hanging out two years before, when we were fifteen. We watched a movie where the guy would get the girl to come out for late-night rendezvous that way—I don’t remember which movie it was anymore—and she said she thought it was romantic. I never had the courage to ask her out, but I’d hoped—stupidly—that she’d get what I was trying to do, pebbles and all.

      Obviously not. She started dating Greg a year after that movie came out, and as far as I knew, they’d been going strong ever since.

      I still remember the look of confusion on Paulina’s face when she poked her head out her window and saw me standing there, breathless and wild-eyed, talking a mile a minute.

      I told her about Greg, about the video, and I reassured her I’d only seen a second of it—that a second was more than enough.

      She asked if I was drunk. She wouldn’t believe me when I said no. She wouldn’t believe me about Greg, either.

      In what will go down as the most pathetic last-ditch effort of all time, I told her I loved her. Her face screwed up before she frowned. I wanted the ground to open up and swallow me whole. Even now, just remembering, I want to crawl out of my skin and disappear forever.

      “Tom, no,” she said. “We’re just friends.”

      Yeah, I got that.

      I said sorry, so she did too. But I kept saying it, over and over until she asked if I wanted to come in for a glass of water, at which point I started getting angry because I wasn’t drunk. I had not a single drop of alcohol in me, but she wouldn’t believe me.

      So I left with the crater-sized holes in my coat and my chest. I started walking back home, trying not to cry, partly because it was humiliating enough without the rest of her street seeing me sobbing, and also because my face was starting to swell, and it fucking hurt.

      I couldn’t bring myself to go home, though. I didn’t want to see my dad, or Greg, or Yvonne. I didn’t want to apologize for my actions and make up with Greg. I’d sooner puke out my own guts and eat them back up than do any of that. Even now.

      I ran aimlessly until I actually puked in someone’s bush on an unfamiliar street, then carried myself to the nearest bus stop. I rode it to the station and then took the midnight express to the farthest stop, a five-hour drive from home, where I passed out from exhaustion and woke to an old man shaking my shoulder and asking me if I was hungry.

      Since then, this bookstore has been my home.

      Roger sighs when I finish telling my story, names and all.

      “Thomas,” he says, “you know what I always tell you. It’s best to leave the past in the past.” A wave of relief washes over me. So he gets it. He knows why I acted the way I did. Why I hid and refused to show my face.

      But Roger doesn’t stop there. He says, “At the same time, I don’t think it’s healthy for you to try and keep running from it. Far be it from me to claim to understand the way the world works, but if she’s returned, it must be
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