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Praise for Fun at Parties

‘I fell for Jamie’s whip-smart writing with her debut, One On One, and Fun At Parties is just as wonderful. I will never tire of a roadtrip romance, especially over the summertime, and throw in a ton of tension and some fraught history? Sold’

People

‘Equal parts funny and emotional, Jamie Harrow’s writing is so warm and witty that her characters sneak their way into your heart and stay there long after the last page. I adored Quinn and Nate’s epic journey and can’t wait for readers to fall in love with them just as much as I did. A new favorite!’

Catherine Walsh, author of Holiday Romance

‘I loved everything about Fun at Parties: the chaotic road trip, the portrayal of complex friendship dynamics in your twenties, the unbearable YEARNING of the friends-to-lovers romance that was so expertly drawn. But it’s Quinn, whose self-discovery was beautifully unspooled as she and Nate crossed the country, who has my entire heart. Jamie Harrow has solidified herself as one of my favorite authors’

Jessica Joyce, author of The Ex Vows

‘Like its sparkling heroine, Fun at Parties is an absolute joy on the surface, but with plenty of hidden depths. Filled with genuine wit and warmth, Jamie Harrow’s novel is a romantic road trip you won’t want to miss’

Laura Hankin, author of One-Star Romance

‘Jamie Harrow has quickly become an author I turn to when I want a romantic comedy with that perfect alchemy of wit, warmth, and electric chemistry. Fun at Parties is the friends-to-lovers book of my dreams with Quinn and Nate, a couple whose yearning is simply unmatched. Her sophomore novel is an utter delight from beginning to end. Jamie Harrow’s clever, assured voice never disappoints. I’ll follow Jamie Harrow wherever she’ll take me!’

Ellie Palmer, author of Anywhere With You

‘Hilarity plus off the charts chemistry makes for a must read second chance romance. I absolutely adored it!’

Laura Carter, author of Catch a Falling Star

‘Jamie Harrow shines in her follow-up to her hilarious debut, One on One. Fun at Parties is the road-trip second-chance friends-to-lovers romantic comedy everyone needs to read! It’s layered with nuance about fitness culture, MLM endeavors, and financial struggles, and Quinn’s self-discovery is heartwarming and so funny. I was rooting for her from page one!’

Danica Nava, author of Love Is a War Song

‘Fun at Parties is the most fun I’ve had reading a book in a long time. This witty and wacky road trip adventure is a blast from start to finish, and Quinn and Nate are the cutest. Jamie Harrow’s vibrant voice brings the zany world of celebrity and influencer culture to life in the best way. Full of hilarious side characters, hijinks, and heart, this book is an absolute treat of a romance!’

Mallory Marlowe, author of Love at First Sighting

‘Fun at Parties is a warm-hearted, richly layered romp that will leave you rooting for Quinn and Nate through the glitter-flecked parties and raucous music festivals and unexpected run-ins. At its heart, this is a novel about the hopeful pursuit of family – in all its forms – as well as a love story built on shared history and abiding loyalty. You’ll savor every moment’

Nora Nguyen, author of Adam & Evie’s Matchmaking Tour

‘Fun at Parties unfolds like a perfect breakout pop song – pure sunshine, heart, hope, and fun with an unforgettable beat drop. I was hooked from the first chapter. This story is more than swoony settings and cross-country sexual tension; it’s a poignant, empathetic takedown of girlbosses, toxic positivity, and American hustle culture. I loved watching Quinn win!’

Betty Corrello, author of 32 Days in May

‘Jamie Harrow is fast becoming my favorite rom-com writer whose social commentary is as sharp as her wit. In this delightful road trip romance between old friends who never got their timing right, she delivers delicious sexual tension, crackling humor, zany twists, and palpable yearning while shining a light on pyramid schemes, influencer culture, and toxic positivity. Grounded with flawed characters who have lost themselves a little bit as a byproduct of coping mechanisms, but who are ultimately good-hearted people just trying their best, Fun at Parties is more than a fun escape. It’s hopeful and tender and hot and sweet, too. And don’t sleep on Jamie Harrow’s male main characters, people! If your catnip is men written by women, start here with Nate. You won’t be sorry. All the stars for this book!’

Melanie Sweeney, author of Where You’re Planted

‘Packed with the author’s signature wit, propulsive chemistry, and unexpected turns, Fun at Parties lives up to the big amusement of its title. Readers will love joining Quinn and Nate on the road – just as they’ll love joining me in yelling, ‘I want to live inside a Jamie Harrow novel!’ from the proverbial Denver baby shower rooftop’

Courtney Preiss, author of Welcome Home, Caroline Kline

‘Fun at Parties is everything I want in a romance. A sizzling and heart-felt story about falling in love and navigating life without losing yourself in the process, Harrow’s latest is just as fun as each stop in Quinn and Nate’s cross-country adventure. I devoured it’

Katie Bohn, author of Romance is Dead

‘Fun at Parties is a friends-to-lovers romance that reminds us that sometimes it takes the people who know, love, and infuriate us the most to figure out who we are truly meant to be. You’ll root not just for Quinn and Nate’s love story, but also for them as relatable, messy people trying to discover where the future is meant to take them’

Kate Hash, author of Gracie Harris Is Under Construction




ALSO BY JAMIE HARROW

One on One




For my friends:

This is a love letter to you

and a delayed response to every text message

I’ve ever failed to answer.




Chapter 1

I’VE ALWAYS HAD A KNACK FOR MAKING THE BEST of a bad situation.

Everything is an opportunity, Mom used to say. Today I’m using the fact that the bags under my eyes are deep enough to hold a Costco grocery order as an opportunity to wear the electric fuchsia lipstick that’s been biding its time at the bottom of my makeup bag for months. It’s amazing. It’s wrong for my skin tone. And today, it’s going to distract everyone from the top half of my face.

At least that’s what I tell myself as I crowd the mirror, filling in my lips. The camera picks up every detail in high definition, so each swipe needs to be perfect, the corners precise.

My chest is tight, and I can feel my heartbeat in my head. Everyone has seen the video.

Michelle, my friend and roommate, pops her head into the dressing room. “I told everyone to give you space. You have five minutes.”

“Great!” I force some chirpiness into my voice. If I act like I’m okay, eventually I will be. And whether I’m okay or not, this needs to go smoothly.

I close my eyes and mist my face with setting spray. I’ll be talking and sweating for forty-five minutes, so this paint can’t budge.

Michelle’s face is circumspect as she watches me. She’s older than me, early forties, with closely cropped dark hair and a knack for seeing through bullshit. She’s a CycleLove instructor too, but today she’s only here for moral support. “People are on your side, if that’s any motivation,” she says. “But if you want to cancel, you absolutely can. Or I can sub in.”

“No. Thanks.” My voice wavers this time. “I have to do this. Can I just have a minute alone?”

“You can have four.” She grabs the door handle. “I’ll be in the studio.”

I usually don’t need reminders about the time. I’m always prompt. Let’s be early girlies, Mom used to say before every Jolee sales “party,” and while she may have been wrong about ninety-seven percent of things, I agree with her on this one.

Normally I spend the last few minutes before class listening to the day’s playlist and doing visualization exercises. Yes, I know, shut up. It works for me.

Today I pull up the video instead, ignoring the ashamed, sinking feeling in my gut that tells me this is a terrible idea. I don’t need to watch it. I’ve already done that plenty of times in the twelve hours since it’s been posted. In the video, my ex-boyfriend, fellow CycleLove instructor and indiscreet asshole Caleb, is sitting in a booth at a restaurant, cozied up to our colleague Paige. He’s talking shit about me, clear as day, oblivious to the person filming surreptitiously from several feet away.

I skip to the comments.


She’s annoying as hell. Too peppy. Don’t know how he put up with her for 2 years.

Umm CULT. They broke up and now he’s with Paige? Or was there overlap? Are these people only allowed to date each other?

He’s kinda right about her tho. I always thought she looked dead in the eyes even with that big smile.

Was not expecting the people who tell me how to ride a bike to give me so much drama but I. AM. HERE. FOR. IT.

This is BS. She’s a genuine ray of sunshine. I look forward to her rides every week.



That one. That last one, that’s why I need to suck it up and get out there. Approximately fifteen hundred people are clipping into their spin bikes at home right now, waiting for me to show up and kick their asses with rainbows (metaphorical) and glitter (occasionally literal, though not today) so they can feel good in their bodies.

I straighten my sports bra—fuchsia, to match my makeup—and pull up the waistband of my metallic black leggings. I may have the sad brown eyes of a basset hound right now, but I also have the lipstick, and my recently highlighted horse mane of a ponytail is as perky as ever. There is nothing I can do about the video, or the things people are saying about it on the Internet. The only thing I have control over right now is what I do when I walk out of this room.

I lift my chin and open the door.

My producer, Isabel, is hovering outside, an unfamiliar pinched line between her eyebrows. “Oh, thank god,” she says. As we stride toward the studio, she scrolls through metrics on her phone. “There are a lot more people than usual taking your class today. You’re up, like, thirty percent.”  

“Awesome!” My heart thumps. “You’re a star for helping me with the playlist. I don’t think they’ll be disappointed.”

She blinks. “And you’re, uh, good?”

“Of course.”

The tension in her face disappears. “That’s my girl.”

I slap the faux graffiti on the brick wall just outside the studio, like every CycleLove instructor does before class, putting enough oomph in it to make my hand sting. guts, it says in white spray paint. I used to get chills every time I performed this ritual. It felt like a miracle that Tracy, our VP of Content, chose me to join the ranks of the largest interactive fitness platform on earth.

I still love the wall. It’s a symbol of determination, only keeping you out if you aren’t tenacious enough. Or if you can’t find the door.

“Morning,” I sing as we enter the room. Aran, our camera operator, waves, a new Dodgers hat atop his head. “I knew you’d cave and get the black one eventually.” I make my way to the bike.

He flashes a sheepish smile. “I couldn’t resist it.”

“Hey, I will never argue against you buying yourself a treat, Aran.”

The studio is dark and minimalist. Neutral tones, a plain background, the only lighting focused on me. Other than Aran and Isabel, the room is usually empty during my classes. This is a recent change, and it took some getting used to. Before Tracy recruited me, I taught live to big groups of people, and for my first eighteen months here, we had in-studio riders.

The company got rid of them after a shake-up with the board of directors—something about a meddling investor and a failure to maximize our stock price. At the time, I didn’t pay much attention. I didn’t realize corporate politics would have such a big effect on me. Maybe I should’ve watched Succession.

But then they implemented “strategic changes.” New music licensing deals that oblige us to highlight certain artists. Odd brand partnerships, including one that required me to apply deodorant on camera in the middle of class. And toughest of all, scrapping the in-class riders.

I always used to feed off everyone else’s energy. Now it all has to come from me.

I climb onto the bike and clip in. My water bottle is here, and my sweat towel is neatly rolled in the left cupholder, exactly where I like it. My plan for class is cued up on the monitor to my left.

But something isn’t right: Tracy is in the corner of the room, with her chunky round glasses, meticulous gray bob, and suit-and-sneakers combo. My stomach lurches. Tracy is great, but she rarely watches my classes live. This can only mean one thing: She saw the video.

CycleLove has more than fifty instructors, and I’m not dead last in terms of popularity, but I’m not near the top either. It didn’t concern me before the board shake-up—I get paid generously to do what I love full time, and that was enough—but then people started getting fired. Replaced with instructors who better fit the new strategy.

Tracy’s always had a brilliant vision, and she’s committed to nurturing talent. She spends time with each of us individually, reviewing recordings of our classes, critiquing fairly, and listening to us when we express an opinion. She’s a badass who goes toe-to-toe with the other executives and uses words like stakeholder with confidence, but she’s also perceptive and creative. With everything happening at the corporate level, she’s under a lot of pressure. The last thing I want to do is let her down.

Besides, I don’t have a choice. This job is the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I get to do something fulfilling and, thanks to the healthy paycheck, rebuild my dismal credit score in the process. To secure my place, I have to claw my way up the ranks, not hover in the middle.

I need to prove to Tracy and the board that I’m irreplaceable, regardless of how many other cheerful blondish cycling instructors there are in this world. And now, it appears, is my chance.

“One minute,” Isabel says.

In the video, Caleb talked to Paige as they sipped their cocktails. On the outside she’s bubbly and perky, but on the inside? There’s nothing there. She’s a cold, empty person. I actually feel bad for her.

I lean forward so no one can see my face, pressing my towel against my eyes. Breathe: in and out, in and out. Are those five hundred extra riders here for a workout or to see whether I let the humiliation get to me?

“Thirty seconds, Quinn. Are you going to be able to do this?” Isabel asks. The bright lights prevent me from seeing Tracy, but I know she’s waiting to hear my answer.

guts, the brick wall says.

“Yes.” I fight to keep my voice steady.

“Fifteen seconds.”

I take one more deep breath. As I exhale, I visualize everything bad I’m feeling—the swirl of unpleasant emotions threatening to overwhelm me—as an awful red mist filling my body, and I breathe out every last bit of it. When I inhale again, it is lush, sunlit green, the color of springtime and fresh starts.

“Five,” Isabel says. “Four.”

I can do this. I will do this.

“Three. Two.”

I slam the towel to the floor with as much force as I can muster. My head snaps up, and I feel my long, straight ponytail arcing backward over my head as I make eye contact with the camera, a broad smile on my face.

“One.”

I raise my arms. “Welcome to CycleLove! I’m Quinn Ray, and I’m so excited to be here this morning. I don’t know what the weather is like where you are. It’s surprisingly cloudy today in Los Angeles. But it doesn’t matter, because for the next forty-five minutes, we’re going to create our own sunshine right here on the bike.”

The first forty-two minutes are great. My playlist works, my stories and jokes and motivational words flow. Without in-studio riders, I can only gauge my performance by how it feels, and this ride feels good.

I exhale as we near the end of the final climb. “All you have to do to get through this moment, and any difficult moment, is breathe and keep going.”

I scroll through the leaderboard to choose a few people for shout-outs. It’s then that I see the hashtags below someone’s name: #welovequinn #raysofsunshine.

My fingers tense on the handlebars. I keep scrolling and see the hashtags again and again. They planned this, my regular riders. It’s a show of solidarity, a message telling me they support me. That they think Caleb is wrong.

“Breathe and keep going,” I repeat. “It’s what you’ve always done.”

The thing is, I’m not sure my ride-or-die crew is right.

*

Four weeks ago, I was heating up homemade lentil soup on Caleb’s stove when he told me he wanted to break up.

I dropped the ladle and broth splattered on the backsplash. “What?” Two weeks prior, he’d painted my name across his forehead to cheer me on while I ran a half marathon.

He was in love with Paige, he told me. He hadn’t really been visiting his parents in Orange County all weekend. He’d been with her, and he’d be going back to her after I left. “I don’t know how it got to this point.” He shook his head. “But it did.”

“You cheated?” I asked, still a few steps behind.

He had the audacity to look offended. “In my mind, we broke up on Friday.”

“And these feelings you have for Paige magically appeared that day? That’s convenient.”

His eyes went wide. I squeezed the edge of the countertop. In almost two years of dating, we’d never had a fight. “No, I mean—it’s hard to say. You and I have been going through the motions for a while. Remember what it was like in the beginning?”

My chest throbbed. On our first date, in a private dining room at a restaurant owned by one of Caleb’s friends, he’d told me he was going to fall in love with me. So certain, so open about it. After everything that had happened with Nate, it was exactly what I needed.

“I thought we were comfortable,” I sputtered. “We’re good together.”

“There were good things about this relationship. We’re both driven, we’re both focused on growing our brands. But there has to be more. I mean, are you really content with this?” He motioned at the space between us, and I felt small. I’d thought I’d done everything right this time, but it was happening again: Me, completely misjudging reality. Me, not being enough. “It’s nothing you did,” he added, like he was reading my mind. “It’s just us.”

Did we, like, yearn for each other when we were apart? Did we rush to confide in each other first when something big happened? I guess not. Had we braided our lives together, becoming one unit with two hearts or whatever? That’s not a real thing. But we got along, we cared about the same things, we supported each other’s goals. I thought that was healthy.

Blood rushed through my veins like river rapids, my chest pounding. I tried to reason the pain away. This wasn’t the worst thing, I told myself. He was an untrustworthy shithead, and I was lucky to be rid of him. I wouldn’t have to care that Michelle hated him anymore. Everyone at work would be impressed with how gracious I’d be about it. I can handle anything, including this, I told myself, willing it to be true.

“Are you okay?” Caleb asked.

Fuck you, I thought. “I’m fine,” I said, and walked out the door.

The video popped up four weeks later. Some people are saying Caleb’s words were an attempt to alleviate Paige’s insecurities about the shady way their relationship began. But when I heard them leave Caleb’s mouth—she’s a cold, empty person—I realized they were true.

Caleb was in love with the idea of being half of a power couple. And I liked that too. The difference is, he realized it wasn’t enough. I was okay with a relationship that lacked depth because it benefited me in other ways, just like I was okay ditching my best friend, Bailey, for my career and leaving my parents behind. And I don’t know how I became this way.

*

“Breathe and keep going,” I say again as the cool-down song starts. “It’s what you’ll always do.”

This ride is ’90s R&B–themed. In retrospect, I should have reconsidered the playlist, because the lovely voices of Brandy and Monica crooning “The Boy Is Mine” hit like knives in my gut. Why are these two women letting this guy consume all their attention and energy? Why are their relationships with him dictating their happiness?

That red mist I breathed out before the ride fills me back up again like a cloud of poison. I open my mouth before I know what’s going to come out. “You know what? I have something else to say. A bunch of people took this class today just to see if I could hold it together. You wanted to know if I’d be a heartbroken mess or if I really am a heartless robot. And I hope that all of you had a great ride, I really do. But let me tell you something: I am so much more than my love life. It’s probably the least interesting thing about me, just like I suspect there’s a lot more to you than the person you may or may not be romantically involved with, and I’m tired of people acting otherwise. Guess what? The highlight reel of my life wouldn’t contain a single picture of me with someone I dated. And it’s still pretty fucking spectacular.”

When the ride ends, the studio is silent. I take my time clipping out and pat my face with a towel, trying to buy some time to figure out how to salvage this before—

“Quinn.” Tracy steps toward me, her hands raised, and for a second I believe, desperately and delusionally, that she’s going to hug me. Instead, she cocks her head and gives me an owlish look. “What happened?”

“I’m not . . .” I lick my dry lips.

“That wasn’t you,” she says, and it crushes me.

All I wanted was to give her confidence that she could count on me to perform in big moments, and I’ve done the opposite. “It was authentic,” I try, even though the memory of what I said is already an adrenaline-muddled blur. “People like that, right?”

“You give people optimism, levity, an escape. Not rage.”

I know where this is going. If people want catharsis, they can do a heavy emotional ride with Amani. If they want to cry tears of suffering, they can subject themselves to a punishing set of intervals with Diego. If they want a light, positive experience and a moderate difficulty level, they choose me.

She’s right, of course. Our riders pick classes based on what they need. Since the strategic changes took effect, Tracy’s been emphasizing that we need to “deepen” our “niches” more than ever.

My niche does not include having a mini breakdown on camera. But sometimes the pressure to be a happy-go-lucky cheerleader day in and day out is a lot. And today, when I knew everyone was wondering if I’d be able to pull it off, I cracked.

“I’m so sorry. The past twelve hours have been a challenge. What I did at the end won’t happen again.” My voice is all desperation. Tracy took a chance on me when I was a software sales rep in Philly teaching spin classes before and after work three days a week. She transformed my life on multiple levels. I owe her everything, and I may have just fucked it all up.

Plus, if I lose this job—the best job I’ll ever get—I’ll never dig myself out of the hole I’m in. It’s not like I have a backup plan. Lucrative fitness instructor gigs are rare, and going back to sales would mean starting from scratch.

“Between you and me, I know he’s an idiot,” she says, her mouth a disapproving pucker as she shakes her head. “But you went after our subscribers. And it’s not good for the brand to have two of our instructors pitted against each other. Team Quinn, Team Caleb, we don’t want that.”

I wince. “No, of course not.” Although I would like to see Caleb banished to teach boot camp classes on a cruise ship. In the Arctic Ocean, ideally.

“Look. Since Caleb is leaving tomorrow for his Haleakalā trip, why don’t you take time off too? It’ll be a challenge, but we can rework the schedule. You take a vacation. Three weeks, let’s say. Give yourself an opportunity to process everything, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

A vacation? The idea of a break is tempting, and not just because of Caleb. For the last few months, I’ve been dragging. Normally when a ride starts, I get a rush of energy that has me bouncing out of my bike seat, but lately I’ve felt . . . flat. I’ve had to psych myself up to get going, and I’m not sure why. I got bloodwork done and switched my multivitamin. Late one night in a fit of desperation I even bought a long, pointy crystal, which I’m now using to hold my hair ties.

If I took a vacation, I could rest and refocus. Hell, with three whole weeks off, I could go to Seapoint for Bailey’s birthday party. It’s been a couple years since I last visited the Jersey Shore, and I already told her I can’t make it— like last year and the year before. But imagine if I could? It might just save our withering friendship.

I’d have to see Nate, though. He’s surely going home for the party.

Doesn’t matter. It’s a ludicrous idea. If I leave for three weeks, Tracy may realize I’m dispensable. Walking away from the mess I’ve made is too big of a risk. “I’d rather push through it,” I say. “Don’t worry about me.”

She sighs. “Please, Quinn. Of course I’m going to worry. I feel responsible for all of you, and your well-being is my priority. But honestly, it’s what’s best for the brand too. By the time you come back, people will have forgotten about the personal drama.”

Ah. So it’s not just for my benefit. Well, she has a point, and I need to do whatever it takes to keep her happy. “Sure,” I say meekly. “Whatever you think. Thank you.”

“Try to relax.” She brings her phone to her ear and steps away. “Get some clarity.”

Clarity. Ha. When was the last time I felt clarity? Maybe that week I spent driving out here when I got this job, a little over two years ago. I was about to start any spin instructor’s dream gig. I was going to live in an amazing city. Nate was the only person I knew here, and I was finally going to have a chance with him. I knew what I wanted and was taking the steps to achieve it. That drive, the endless horizon in front of me, the feeling like I was moving forward. I felt like me.

I miss that.

A hand wraps around my wrist, startling me. It’s attached to an arm tattooed with a full sleeve of foliage. Michelle. The tension in my shoulders eases, but at the same time, the sight of a friendly face sucks all the adrenaline out of me. I’m not sure if I want to lie in the fetal position or burst into tears.

“I grabbed your bag,” she says in a low voice. “Let’s get you out of here. We’ll talk at home.”

I nod wordlessly, and she steers me to the exit. Before I follow her out the door, I turn back to glance at the studio. Just in case it’s my last time here.




Chapter 2

MICHELLE IS QUIET ON THE RIDE HOME, GIVING ME space to process what happened, but my mind is blank. It’s only when we’re inside, setting out the ingredients for smoothies on the kitchen counter, that she asks, “What did Tracy say?”

I shrug and toss a few frozen banana chunks into the blender. “It was fine! I’m fine.”

She raises an eyebrow. “I knew you would say you were fine, which is why I didn’t ask whether you were fine. I asked what Tracy said.”

Unsurprisingly, Michelle’s niche is “cool, wise older sister who takes no shit.” At least she feels like my older sister, after two years of living together. A few weeks after I joined CycleLove, she offered to rent me a room in the house she and her husband, Tim, own in Mar Vista. He’d recently gotten a big job in New York, so they were mostly long-distance. My online hunt for a stranger to live with hadn’t been going well, so I was grateful.

We made the leap from roommates to friends a month in. One day, I came home from work to find her lying on the floor outside the bathroom, staring at the ceiling.

“Is something wrong?” I asked.

“Yes,” she said. Then she went quiet. It didn’t seem like an end-of-conversation quiet, though. It seemed like a this-is-hard-to-talk-about quiet.

I dropped to the floor and lay down next to her.

This was the right move, apparently, because she spoke again. “I got my period.”

Well, that was an easy problem to address. “Do you need . . .” I glanced toward the bathroom.

She rested a hand on her abdomen. “I thought this would be the month it happened. Tim was in town at the right time and everything.”

Oh. I opened my mouth to speak, but she cut me off.

“Please don’t try to cheer me up. What I really want is to go into the living room and do a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle in silence. Will you do that with me?”

“Of course,” I said. “I’d be honored.”

She wrinkled her nose. “Don’t make it weird.” Since I’d moved in, the puzzles had been her thing. After that night, they became our thing. Not just when she got her period, or when she started fertility treatments, or when her first round of IVF failed, although then too. But also on Wednesday and Sunday evenings. And while at first we did them without talking, eventually conversation began to flow.

I’d love to demand that we work on a puzzle in silence right now, but Michelle won’t let me get away with that, so I answer her question about Tracy. “She wasn’t thrilled.” I fill her in on the details while she opens a bag of spinach.

She groans in disgust. “You’ve been benched. Is that legal? I can ask one of my lawyer friends if you want.” Unlike me, Michelle is not a big Tracy fan.

“No, no,” I say quickly. “She’s one hundred percent right. Did you see me out there? A break will be good. I just have to figure out the best way to use it.”

Which reminds me, the last few days of my vacation are already accounted for. I scroll through my message log, looking for Bailey’s name. It’s further down than I expected. Guess what, I type.

She messages me back right away—not the norm, since the work days at her new dermatology practice are busy.

Bailey: ???

Bailey: I meant to text you earlier but I had a packed schedule all morning—Giana said something about a video of Caleb being an ass? Is everything okay?

Last night, after the video hit, I thought about calling her. But Bailey and I have been off for a while. Not fighting. Just out of sync. She was supposed to visit but had to cancel because of work, our phone calls fizzle out too early, and our taste in memes seems to be diverging.

Quinn: First of all, never apologize for being a badass who spends her days kicking the butt of every sketchy mole at the Jersey Shore. Second of all, I’m good! The video looked worse than it was. Plus, to make a long story short, it got me some unexpected vacation time, so GUESS WHAT I’M DOING!

Bailey: Ooh fun! Hmm . . . are you finally going to that public speaking workshop with the TED Talk lady you’re obsessed with?

Bailey: Or visiting the CycleLove London studio?

Unease fills my gut. I told my best friend I have time off, and it didn’t cross her mind that I might use it to go to her big thirtieth-birthday party. Her expectations of me are nonexistent. And, yeah, I don’t always message her back, but I didn’t realize it was that bad. She thinks I’d rather spend my vacation doing work-related things than see her.

Like I said: Caleb had a point about the coldness.

Quinn: Nooooo I’m COMING TO YOUR PARTY!

She doesn’t respond immediately, and the unease multiplies. Usually she’s the one who’s good at staying in touch, but she’s been as bad as me lately. I keep telling myself it’s because she doesn’t have time, between the new job, the friends she’s made, and the beach volleyball league she joined this summer. But a stubborn worry keeps bubbling up: that she’s finally realized I’m not worth the effort, that the things I used to be good for—a fun time, a pep talk—aren’t things she needs anymore.

Finally, her response comes in: NO FREAKING WAY. I’m literally tearing up I’m so excited.

A flood of relief loosens the tension in my shoulders. It’s not too late to salvage this. I can be a better friend.

Quinn: What’s the theme again?

Bailey: I got rid of the theme. When I ran it by a few people they didn’t seem into it. I think the theme parties have run their course and it’s time for a regular party.

What? No. Bailey and I planned her first themed birthday party together when she turned nineteen. It was epic. Making friends at that party is what saved me after the worst year of my life. Every year after that, we tried to one-up ourselves, making the theme more ridiculous than the year before. Like the “Early Bird Special,” which started at four p.m. on a Saturday and involved gray wigs and a mashed potato bar.

I’m not a party animal, exactly. What I love about them—at least the way we do them—is that when you’re with the right people, and you add some silliness and make it feel special, you get the kind of fun, unpredictable moments that turn into memories. That bring you closer together.

There has to be a theme, I tell her.

I wish, but I don’t have time to get people onboard, she replies.

I do, I answer immediately. Send me the guest list. I will make it happen. You’re getting the thirtieth birthday party of your dreams, okay?!

Months ago, she decided to go meta with the theme. Everyone was supposed to dress like characters from iconic TV and movie party scenes. It’s perfect, if I can revive the idea and convince enough of the guests to commit to it. That might take a bit of effort, but I have time. Lots of it.

I look up from my phone to see Michelle on her tiptoes, grabbing the protein powder from the top of the fridge. “What do you think I should do with three weeks off? I’m going to spend some of the time in Seapoint.”

She plucks off the Post-it note I left on the lid. Today is going to be a great day! it says, with a happy face drawn in glitter gel ink. Charitably, she resists pointing out the inaccuracy of my prediction. “At Bailey’s party?” she asks instead, and I nod. “That’s perfect. I’ll give you a card to bring her from me. I wish I could make it.”

The bond they have—as two people who’ve met a grand total of one time—is unnerving. Sometimes Michelle is better at staying in touch with Bailey than I am.

“But what should I do with the first two weeks?” I ask.

“Deliver Tim’s car.” Michelle bats her lashes with a cheeky grin.

Michelle’s husband recently decided to relocate from Manhattan to the Connecticut suburbs, so he needs a vehicle. He has one here but hasn’t had a chance to come fetch it yet.

She’s joking, but it immediately feels right. After all, the last time I felt like myself was when I drove from Philly to L.A. “That’s a great idea.”

I can take another road trip. With three weeks, I’ll be able to take my time getting to New Jersey. When I moved out here, I took the most direct route possible, straight across the belly of the country, making the minimum number of stops.

“I’ve always wanted to take the northern route,” I say. “I’ll do things in nature. Visit national parks. I’ll go for walks and breathe fresh air and listen to silence. It’ll be like Wild.” By the end of the trip, my head will be as clear as an uncorrupted mountain spring.

Michelle shakes her head. “Have you actually read Wild? Or seen the movie?”

“Sure. Parts of it.” The trailer, I think. Or at least the poster, with a resilient Reese Witherspoon wearing a backpack and contemplating something profound, a gorgeous landscape behind her. My fingers are itching to research routes and sights to see.

By the time this trip is over, I’ll be ready to focus on my goals again, make real friends here besides Michelle, and love the amazing life and job I have here in California. I’ll come back strong and composed and inspired, and nobody will be able to call me cold.

I type out a response to Bailey. Road-tripping to Seapoint! I love you so much I’m driving across an entire continent to see you. Please be waiting with a cocktail. [image: ] There. Now I can’t change my mind.

Michelle turns on the blender, and I head down the hall to toss my sweaty clothes into the hamper. My room is small and tidy. Above Michelle’s old walnut guest bed, I hung a disco ball that scatters morning sunlight across the ceiling every day.

On the wall next to my closet is a collage I made when I moved in, with a grainy photo of me in my old studio in Philly next to my fancy CycleLove headshot. I can do hard things says the little card I pasted below the two. There are pictures of my friends: one of us sprawled out in the sand with frizzy ocean hair, another of us at the housewarming party Bailey and I threw when we moved into our apartment. I only lived there for three weeks before I got the CycleLove job and had to scramble to help her find a new roommate.

Above the photos is a postcard featuring a sketch of the Santa Monica Pier and a piece of notebook paper with another quote I love: If you want to change your life, change your mind.

My fingers are itching to check what people are saying about me online, so I shove my phone in my nightstand drawer. Safer to keep temptation at a distance. Then, I shower, drink my smoothie, and chop the fresh celery and cantaloupe Michelle picked up at the grocery store this morning.

I used to buy precut produce, until I moved in with Michelle and she taught me that doing so was a convenient way of julienning my hard-earned American dollars. In fact, I used to make a lot of bad financial choices until Michelle taught me how not to be completely incompetent with money.

When I finally check my phone an hour later, my notifications are chaos. I skip a text from my mom, lacking the energy necessary to figure out why on earth she’s asking for a ring light recommendation, and go right to the Seapoint group chat.

Bailey: Just a PSA that the theme for my party is BACK ON. You all better get on it ASAP to avoid disappointing everyone with a half-assed ensemble!

Giana: What party?

Samuel: My grandparents’ anniversary dinner is next weekend. Maybe she means that?

Bailey: I hate you both.

Logan: AWW I miss Miguel and Margaret so much. I’d spend weeks planning my outfit if they invited me to celebrate their love with them

Nate: As usual, I’ll be half-assing my ensemble and feeling great about it.

At the sight of his name—proof that he’s out there somewhere, tethered to me by this group chat—my stomach flips. Which it shouldn’t, because it’s not like Nate and I don’t speak, or even see each other. We always spend time together when one of our other friends is in town.

Bailey: I hate you ALL

Bailey: Except Quinn. She’s driving three thousand miles to get here AND she’s volunteered to take on the role of costume enforcer. That’s love. You should all aspire to be more like Quinn.

Samuel: Quinn, you’re coming?

Logan: I’ve always aspired to be more like Quinn

Giana: Same but I wouldn’t drive three thousand miles for any of you. You’re lucky I’m coming down from Boston. Auggie is FERAL and will be allowed to use his iPad the entire drive, or at least until he throws up.

Logan: Wait Quinnie why are you driving?

Bailey answers for me, telling the version of the story I told her: time off work, scenic route, yada yada. Everyone is jealous, and Logan makes an impassioned case for me to stop in Tahoe, where he’s spending a few days with friends.

It’s not surprising that’s he’s traveling; Logan Forrester is constantly on the move, but his destinations are usually more, er, nightlife focused. Maybe! I say. I am going north. Either way, can’t wait to see you all!!! I scroll through the thread twice to see if Nate said anything else, but there’s nothing.

And then a message from him pops up, but not in the group chat. It’s only to me. I swallow hard and open it.

Nate: Hey. Can I come?




Chapter 3

Santa Monica, California—3,330 miles to Seapoint

TWO DAYS LATER, I PULL TIM’S CAR INTO THE BEACHFRONT parking lot by Ocean View Park. It’s not particularly convenient for me and extremely inconvenient for him, but if I’m going coast-to-coast, we need to start at the coast.

I snag a spot at the front of the lot, with a view of unblemished sky and the gleam of the ocean. My windows are closed, but the voices of early-morning surfers returning to their cars filter in anyway. And then I wait.

When Nate messaged me, I first thought he wanted to hitch a ride all the way to Seapoint, and the idea of that was overwhelming. Turns out he only wants to go to Tahoe, to meet up with Logan. They’re an odd duo, best friends since kindergarten but complete opposites. Nate has always been steady and low-key; Logan has the energy and temperament of a puppy and has done two stints on reality TV.

I check the time. In front of me, a woman follows two toddlers who are teetering down the promenade, pointing at gulls overhead.

This trip is important, and I have a clear vision for how it’s supposed to go. Nate’s presence is not part of that vision, especially since we haven’t been alone together in two years. But this L.A.-to-Tahoe leg is a tiny fraction in the grand scheme of things, and it’s going to be fine. It’s good, actually. For reasons I will excavate from the knotted-up jumble of feelings in my gut any second now.

I’m still watching the woman and her toddlers when I hear the passenger door open. Someone drops into the seat. I catch a whiff of salt air and all my best Septembers, and a prickling sensation tiptoes across the back of my neck, and I know without looking that Nate Reed just got into my car.

“Hey,” he says.

I turn toward him slowly, at the exact pace you’re not supposed to rip off a Band-Aid. It’s still not slow enough for me to ease myself into this moment.

He looks, I think, exactly like Nate. Which is maybe the least intelligent thought I’ve ever had. Sandy brown hair, fine but thick, that one piece in the front veering left. Nate’s hair. Blue-gray eyes that always make him look softer than he’d like. Nate’s eyes. I’ve seen bits of him all over this city for the past few months—hell, for most of the last two years—unsure every time whether the jolt of recognition I felt was excitement or dread. Nate’s Vans and surf shop wardrobe in the line at Go Get Em Tiger for my weekly coffee treat, Nate’s sly mouth in a Santa Monica bar, Nate’s long, muscled swimmer’s arms on someone jogging in my neighborhood. Almost never actually Nate.

“Hey! It’s good to see you,” I say, managing to conjure the right words from somewhere inside me. If I were being completely honest, I’d say Seeing you makes me feel like someone’s carving out one of my organs with an ice cream scoop.

“You too,” he says, in a hasty, impersonal voice that should be reserved for, like, the time you run into your middle school frenemy at the airport Hudson News. It should not be a voice for me.

I swallow what feels like a sack of rocks.

He slides a cup out of the cardboard drink holder in his lap. “I, uh, brought you a smoothie. It has parsley in it.”

“Is that a selling point or a warning?”

Half a surprised laugh slips out of his mouth, which he stifles with his free hand before moving to put the drink in one of the car’s cupholders. They’re both occupied, one by my water bottle and the other by the smoothie I brought myself. “Ah. Never mind. I’ll just . . .” He reaches back to feel around for the cupholders between the back seats. “Maybe I should throw it out.”

“No, no,” I rush to say. “Thanks. I’ll drink it after this one.”

“It’s probably good,” he offers. “There’s banana in there. Ginger, carrot. I got it at this new place near my apartment everyone seems to love.”

“It must be good if you thought it was worth holding on to for an hour-long Uber ride.”

His brows furrow, and he fiddles with the drink holder. “It wasn’t that long. Maybe I didn’t tell you? I moved to Culver City in January.”

My stomach drops. “What?” I ask faintly. Nate used to live in Silver Lake, on the east side, essentially another planet. But Culver City is only ten minutes from me. January was eight months ago. Before I saw him during Logan’s last visit, when we all went out for pizza and drinks in the Arts District and he neglected to tell me that we were practically neighbors. “Alone, or . . . ?”

“No, with Ravi.” Ravi is the software engineer and dedicated gamer he’s lived with since he moved here, an amiable guy who didn’t complain when I crashed with them for my entire first month in L.A.

This is fine. It has to be fine. “I’m sure it’s a good smoothie.” I deposit it in the rear cupholder myself. “I love ginger.”

He drags a hand down his face. “This is awkward, right?”

Well, now it is. Jesus, Nate. My face heats, and I busy myself with my mirrors.

“I’m sorry,” he goes on. “It’s okay if you don’t want to do this. I know I invited myself.”

“Nate, it’s fine. Seriously.”

He looks at me, his face tight, his eyes careful. “You sure?”

I’m not a no person. I’m a yes person, and even though this isn’t what I wanted, I can find the upside. Like this: Today will prove that spending a significant amount of time with Nate is no big deal, so I won’t have to worry about seeing him at Bailey’s party. It’s an opportunity, really. Like exposure therapy.

If you can’t find a silver lining, you haven’t looked hard enough, Mom told me when I cried to her in the yogurt shop parking lot after making JV lacrosse instead of varsity. She had no tolerance for moping. She repeated that line about the silver lining every time she lectured a hotel conference room full of Jolee consultants clutching tiny plastic cups of cheap wine. It was supposed to motivate them, so they could go forth and motivate their downlines to sell more beauty products.

The search for silver linings is basically muscle memory for me at this point.

This shouldn’t be excruciating. Nate and I once successfully assembled an IKEA dresser in his old L.A. apartment without arguing, and we had to do it twice because we put one side on backward. He’s a competent driver. With him in the car, I’ll only have to drive four hours instead of eight, and we’ll be able to split the cost of gas. What never quite happened between us shouldn’t be a big deal.

Maybe if things go especially well, when we get back to L.A. we can hang out like we used to, before the night we shared a bed and ruined our friendship.

I keep saying I want clarity. For the last two years, thinking about Nate has only made me confused. This is an opportunity.

“Don’t be silly,” I say. “This will be fun.”

His eyes narrow slightly and he angles his head, like he’s trying to locate a particular emotion on my face. Anger, or frustration. Being the object of his attention always makes my blood fizz, and I hope he doesn’t pick up on that as he scrutinizes me, hunting for microexpressions that surely aren’t there. All I’m doing is smiling.

“I’ll be out of your hair once we get there,” Nate says, reading my worries in the position of my left eyebrow or something. “Logan and I have something to work on this week, so I asked him to pick me up at your rental around four.”

Weird. Nate, the manager of a children’s swim camp, and Logan, a reality star / brand ambassador for probiotic seltzer, working on something together? And since when does Nate use his time off to do something other than surf or lounge around reading or watching baseball? “We should get going, then.”

Nate’s seat belt clicks into place. “So what prompted this trip?”

I stare at him. Does he even know about the breakup? I guess I can’t assume he’s kept up with my life, given the way he disappeared from it like I didn’t matter to him.

“I haven’t used my PTO, so I decided it was time for an adventure,” I say. “After Tahoe, I’m heading to Idaho, Wyoming, and South Dakota. Stopping at Yellowstone and Mount Rushmore. I’ll probably take my time out west since I’ve never visited before, then head to Seapoint so I can spend a few extra days with Bailey. I have flexibility, which is nice.”

That’s the beauty of this trip. Nothing is unchangeable; I can linger in the places that bring me peace, with no obligation to hang around the places that don’t. Like this parking lot.

“We should go.” I pull up Spotify on my phone. If I were alone, I’d kick things off with songs that remind me of Seapoint, but I’m not doing the nostalgia thing with Nate in the car. Instead, I press play on a boppy bubble-gum-pop mix and turn the key in the ignition.

“Ready?” I ask with as much enthusiasm as I can muster.

“Whenever you are,” Nate says with considerably less enthusiasm.

With that, we’re officially on the road, and it feels cosmically fitting.

The first time Nate and I met, I was behind the wheel of another car. That day ten years ago, I was struggling to parallel park two blocks from Bailey’s parents’ house in Seapoint, shivering in my linen sundress as I stuck my head out the window into the unexpectedly chilly wind coming off the ocean. Bailey was my new college bestie, whom I’d only met a few weeks prior during an orientation icebreaker game, and she’d invited me to her hometown to celebrate her birthday with her high school friends.

She’d cut class on Friday and come down early, so I drove down on my own that afternoon. There’d been a spot right outside the house, but there was no way I was going to let that freaking car dictate anyone’s impression of me. I hadn’t even let Bailey see it yet.

Right as I gave the steering wheel an aggressive turn to the left, a cyclist materialized out of my blind spot.

“Fuck!” I shrieked.

He braked hard, his flip-flops thwacking on the pavement as he skidded to a stop. His mouth was set in a hard, pissy line, but his blue-gray eyes didn’t hide a thing. I had scared him shitless.

I squeezed the steering wheel. “I’m so sorry!”

He shook his head. “I can’t believe I almost got killed by a purple Range Rover.”

“That would’ve been awful for so many reasons.” I exhaled. That weekend in Seapoint, solidifying my new friendship with Bailey, was supposed to be part of my fresh start. It could not begin with vehicular manslaughter.

He eyed the car again. I couldn’t blame him. It was so purple. Not a deep goth-y eggplant, and not a gray with subtle lavender undertones. It was a vibrant orchid color with a horrible Jolee bumper sticker on the rear, and it was eight weeks away from being repossessed, though I didn’t know it yet.

“You should find another spot,” he said.

That was when the adrenaline subsided enough for me to realize he was hot. In his faded sweatshirt and low-slung board shorts, he looked like the mysterious surfer boy I always dreamed of meeting as a teenager in landlocked Pennsylvania.

“I can squeeze into this one, but do you mind telling me when to cut the wheel? Please?” I made what I thought was a cute face. He gave me a skeptical look and pedaled off.

Back then, Nate was guarded and sulky. His dad had recently betrayed him in a mortifyingly public fashion, and the subsequent rerouting of his life was still fresh. Plus, I had just almost hit him with a six-thousand-pound motor vehicle. That was the end of that, or so I’d thought.

A decade later, here we are, together in a car that is—thankfully—a very normal gray. Winding north on the 405, a few miles closer to another September weekend in Seapoint to celebrate Bailey’s birthday.

Which reminds me. “Shit! We were supposed to call Bailey before we left.”

“Oh, right,” Nate says. “She told me the same thing. I’m supposed to . . . well, you’ll see.”

Bailey picks up his call on the first ring. “Hello, intrepid travelers!”

I grin. It’s been too long since I’ve heard her voice. “Hello, stunning birthday queen!”

“Hi,” says Nate.

“How are—”

“Are you—”

Silence. The kind that fills in the gaps of a conversation like rust when you don’t talk to the other person enough, when you forget the normal rhythms of your rapport.

“You go,” I say.

“Are you ready to begin your journey?” she asks.

“We already did,” I admit. “We left ten minutes ago.”

“Who’s driving?” she demands.

“Me.”

“Dammit, Quinn. You ruined my plan.” She sighs. “Okay, I guess Nate will have to open it.”

I glance at him. “Open what?”

He lifts a white-and-gold polka-dot gift bag out of the duffel bag between his feet.

“I got you something.” Her voice is eager. “A gift, to thank you for driving so far to see me and send you off fully prepared. I overnighted it to Nate so he could give it to you.”

“That’s so thoughtful!” I grin wide. This trip is my attempt to make amends. She doesn’t owe me anything. But it feels good to know she cares.

“Open it,” Bailey says.

“She’s driving,” Nate reminds her.

“Not her. You, Nathan.”

Here it is. A chance to show that I can behave like things are fine. Which they are, with Nate, and will be soon, with Bailey. “Yes, Nathan,” I add. “You also have to provide a vividly detailed narration, so I get the experience of opening the gift even though I’m not opening
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