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AMELIA

MY FRIENDS AND FAMILY HAD ENJOYED TEASING ME WITH the adage the only sure things in life are death and taxes ever since I became an accountant.

After hearing it for the hundredth time, though, it stopped being funny. For me—a single, thirty-four-year-old CPA a year away from making partner at a big accounting firm—the only real sure things in life were an intractable caffeine addiction every tax season, and my mostly well-intentioned family giving me grief over my life choices.

Most people didn’t understand that I loved my job. I loved the way the Internal Revenue Code made careful sense, and how it always gave you the right answer as long as you knew what questions to ask. Tax work was complex, but it was also neat, orderly, and consistent in a way the rest of life seldom was.

Most of all, though, I loved that I was good at what I did. It was hard to beat the high that came with knowing that very few people could do my job as well as I could.

But the night my world turned upside down, I was questioning my life choices for the first time in recent memory. It was the middle of tax season, which was always my most brutal time of year, but this year it was worse than usual. Mostly because of one absolute nightmare of a client.

The Wyatt Foundation had the biggest budget of any organization I’d ever worked with. In a show of confidence from Evelyn Anderson, the Butyl & Dowidge partner I reported to most frequently, I was handling this file solo. That was the good news. The bad news was within hours of getting the file it was obvious Wyatt was the least organized client I’d ever had.

The Wyatt Foundation was, to use a word you wouldn’t find anywhere in the Internal Revenue Code, a shitshow. Its board seemed to have no idea how to run a nonprofit, and its chief financial officer seemed incapable of following simple directions. He’d been sending me new documents daily, some of which were from years I’d already told him the IRS didn’t care about, and many of which were impossible to reconcile with other statements they’d sent.

I had less than three weeks to wrap everything up and get Wyatt’s filing to the IRS. To say nothing of all my other files that were languishing from inattention.

I was good at working hard. But even though I was an accountant, I was still human. And I was nearing the breaking point.

I missed dancing around my Lakeview apartment to Taylor Swift. I missed spending time with Gracie, my temperamental cat. Above all, I missed my bed. Especially the way I used to spend at least seven hours in it every night.

I’d left my apartment at the crack of dawn that morning so I’d have a chance of getting on top of my other work before Wyatt’s daily missives arrived. I had been focusing for so long on my Excel spreadsheet that when my phone buzzed with a series of texts, I nearly jumped out of my chair.

I fumbled through my briefcase until I found my phone, then reached for my glasses and slid them on. I’d taken them off hours ago; staring at my computer for too long made my vision blur. I needed to visit an optometrist, but that would have to wait until after tax season. Just like all the other forms of self-care I’d been putting off.

I smiled when I saw the texts were from my best friend, Sophie. She’d been dropping by my apartment every night the past two weeks to feed Gracie and take in my mail while I was working inhuman hours.


SOPHIE: Queen Gracie is fed and your mail is in its usual spot on the counter

SOPHIE: Also, Gracie asked me to ask you if you are coming home soon

SOPHIE: In cat language of course

SOPHIE: She’s worried you’re working too hard



I smiled. Sophie was so good to me. I glanced at the time and saw it was already six-thirty.

Shit.

If I didn’t want to be late for my monthly dinner with my family, I needed to leave the office in the next ten minutes. And I was nowhere near finished with what I’d hoped to get done that day.


AMELIA: I’m actually meeting my family for dinner tonight

AMELIA: Could you apologize to Gracie for me?

SOPHIE: I mean I’m sure she’ll forgive you

SOPHIE: She’s a cat

SOPHIE: But I’m not a cat and I’m worried about how late you’ve been working

SOPHIE: You okay?



Not really, I thought. But I wasn’t going to dump how stressed I was on Sophie. In addition to being a mom to twin toddlers, her attorney husband had been in San Francisco the past three weeks for depositions. She was no stranger to ridiculous demands on her time; she didn’t need to hear me complain about mine.


AMELIA: I’m fine. Just busy.

AMELIA: Tell Gracie I hope to be home by 9:30

AMELIA: Please give her scritches for me and tell her I’m sorry

SOPHIE: Will you be having dinner someplace where you actually can eat something this time?

AMELIA: It’s an Italian restaurant this time so hopefully



I’d been a pescatarian since college, and a lactose intolerance that cropped up when I was in grad school meant I was off dairy. Ever since my brother Adam’s twins were born eight years ago, though, my dietary needs were usually an afterthought at best when it came to family get-togethers. Because Adam’s kids were young, only casual restaurants with a children’s menu and a high level of background noise were options. And Dad liked red meat too much to take us anywhere that didn’t offer it.

It was fine, though. I was the only one in our family who was single. And I didn’t have kids. In the interest of being accommodating, I usually just went along with whatever the group wanted when we got together. Maybe it was the middle child in me, but making as few waves as possible had been my modus operandi for as long as I could remember. Sometimes I’d get lucky and my parents would pick an Italian restaurant with at least a few cheese-and-meat-free pasta options—like tonight. If I wasn’t lucky, I’d have to wait until I got home to eat dinner.

As if on cue, my stomach chose that moment to do a comically loud rumble.


SOPHIE: Well I picked up some Chinese for the kids. They’re getting fussy so I’m about to take them home, but I’ll leave the leftover veggie lo mein for you in your fridge.

AMELIA: You’re the literal best, Soph

AMELIA: When does Marcus get back from San Francisco?

SOPHIE: His last deposition is Thursday

SOPHIE: So he’ll be back Friday

SOPHIE: In THEORY

AMELIA: You should have him on diaper duty for at least a week straight when he gets back

SOPHIE: Oh, I’m demanding a full month



I smiled at my phone, feeling grateful. Hopefully Sophie would be able to take time for herself again once Marcus was finally back home. She was so giving to others, me included. She deserved to receive occasionally, too.


AMELIA: Thanks Soph

AMELIA: You’re the best

AMELIA: When tax season is over, I’m treating you to a fancy dinner and I’m not taking no for an answer



Dinner would likely go until nine, and I didn’t think I’d have the energy to go back to the office afterwards. I stuffed Wyatt’s latest paperwork into my briefcase, promising myself I’d finish reviewing it at home.

The thirty-second floor was still a hive of activity as I made my way to the elevator. I tried not to let the guilt over leaving at an hour some of the partners might consider early wash over me.

Because if I stayed late tonight, I’d be bailing on my family. And a guilt of an entirely different kind would ruin my evening.



MY BUILDING’S HVAC SYSTEM RAN NONSTOP, BUT IT WAS always chilly in the lobby during the winter on account of the giant floor-to-ceiling windows. That night was no exception. Even still, it looked much colder outside. On the other side of my building’s revolving glass doors, pedestrians were hunched slightly forward in the distinctive way of people trying to get to where they were going in unpleasant weather. The kind of early spring cold snap that always made me wonder why the hell my great-great-grandparents hadn’t settled in California instead of Chicago when they came to the United States had rolled through two days earlier. A couple inches of snow had been packed down by foot traffic over the past few days into an icy crust on the sidewalks.

I pulled my black puffer jacket a little more tightly around my body and fished out the thin leather gloves I kept permanently stashed in its pockets. The El stop was only a few blocks away; even if it was as cold outside as it looked, I could handle it for a few blocks.

Bracing myself, I walked into the only revolving door still unlocked at that hour, and hurried outside into the brisk night air—

And was so preoccupied with guilty thoughts of the work I wasn’t finishing, and of how I’d probably be late for family dinner, again, and of how I’d have to make it up to Sophie for bringing me lo mein despite my being a totally absent friend the past few weeks, that I didn’t see the guy in the black fedora and bright blue trench coat literally sprinting down the sidewalk until he plowed into me.

“What—!”

The impact when we collided made me drop everything I’d been carrying. My briefcase, the gloves I’d been about to put on, the stress I’d been carrying all day like a lead ball in the pit of my stomach—it all fell to the icy sidewalk. The paperwork I’d stuffed into my briefcase just minutes ago spilled out of it on impact, landing in a puddle of icy slush.

I glared at the guy who’d just run into me.

“What the hell!” I snapped.

“Sorry.” The guy’s fedora was pulled down so low over his face, it covered most of it, and despite what he’d just said, he didn’t sound sorry. He sounded distracted, and his body looked coiled for action, like he was milliseconds away from running off in the direction he’d been heading when he slammed into me.

“I doubt you’re sorry,” I muttered.

The guy glanced down at my feet where my things lay, and seemed to realize, for the first time, that he’d made me drop everything. The slush puddle had made quick work of the Wyatt financial reports; everything was wet now and would be impossible to read. I’d have to go back to the office and print it all out again, which I really did not have time for.

And—oh god, what if my laptop had cracked when it hit the ground? I quickly scooped up my bag and shuffled through it to make sure my MacBook was okay. Fortunately, it seemed fine.

“I am sorry,” the guy said again. “But—look. Since you’ve kept me from where I was heading for nearly an entire minute now, can you do me a favor?”

The gall of this guy. He could have broken my computer! “You’re asking me for a favor?” I was about to tell him exactly where he could stick his favors—

But then he tilted his head to the right at the same time he pushed his fedora a little farther back on his head, and I got my first real look at him.

The words died in my throat.

Maybe the stress of too many consecutive late nights in the office was finally getting to me. That must have been it. Or maybe it was just because I hadn’t dated anyone casually in over a year, or anyone seriously in more than five. Whatever the reason for it, in that moment, he looked more attractive than he had any right to look, given the circumstances. He was fairly tall, probably about six foot two, but I was no slouch in the height department myself, and because of that—and because of the angle at which he’d been wearing his hat until this moment—it had initially been difficult to see much of his face. But now that I could see it …

He had high, angular cheekbones. A strong chin that sported at least three days’ worth of dark blond stubble. Light-colored eyes that looked, given his fair complexion, as though they might be blue. Though most of his face was still bathed in shadow from his hat, even with its slight repositioning, so it was hard to tell.

I’d always had a thing for blond-haired, blue-eyed guys. A thing that sometimes ended up with me making decisions I’d regret later. Especially when said blond hair and blue eyes came in broad-shouldered, slim-waisted packages.

Like Mr. Fedora Asshole over here.

The fact that I could now see he was wearing a black T-shirt beneath his trench coat that said Blame Bezos in bright red letters, as well as a pink gingham skirt that totally clashed with his coat and his hat, didn’t do anything to dampen my attraction. If anything, it just enhanced the dirtbag Chris Pine look he had going for him.

I closed my eyes and shook my head a little as I tried to get a grip. God, I needed a vacation. The minute tax season was over, I was booking a flight to somewhere warm and sunny.

I tore my eyes from his face. This was ridiculous. I was ridiculous. “I am not doing you a favor,” I somehow managed.

“Please,” he implored. The distraction in his voice was gone; in its place was a raw urgency that stunned me. “It won’t take long. Please—can you start laughing? As though we are in regular conversation and I am in the process of telling you something very funny?”

I stared at him, reeling from the randomness of the request from this stranger. “I’m sorry, but … what?”

“I am trying to avoid some people.” His tone was pitched low, his words coming very quickly. As though he had limited time to get them out. “I was trying to avoid them when I … when we …” He gestured expansively between us, and then to the ruined papers at my feet.

“You nearly mowed me down because you’re trying to avoid some people?” This was absurd. Though that would explain his mad dash down an icy sidewalk at six-thirty on a Tuesday evening. Concern pricked at me despite my better judgment. Clearly, this guy was more than just passing strange. But what if he was also in some kind of trouble?

As if to validate my concern, he looked over his shoulder, the turn of his head frantic and jerky. When he faced me again, his eyes were bright with what looked like genuine fear. “I’m sorry, I can’t explain further. But can you just like … laugh? That way, maybe they’ll think you and I have been lost in a riveting conversation this whole time, that I am not the man they are looking for, and they will just … keep going.” He paused, then bit his lip, considering my stunned reaction. “Or I suppose you could kiss me instead.”

My jaw dropped. “Kiss you?” I was gobsmacked. I didn’t kiss strangers. Not ever. Or, okay, not since a particularly rowdy girls’ weekend back in 2015. But those had been very different circumstances. Circumstances involving colorful beads and a quantity of alcohol unbefitting a CPA on deadline.

A small part of me, though—probably the part of me that hadn’t kissed anyone in about a year and hadn’t had sex for what might as well have been an epoch—imagined what it would be like, kissing this bizarre stranger. He was hot, like burning, despite his odd mannerisms. The confident way he stood, his manner of speech, the bold smolder of those bright blue eyes …

I bet he’d kiss like the world was ending.

I bet it would be fantastic.

He held up his hands in front of him in defense, as though he’d interpreted my stunned silence as outrage. “Or, don’t kiss me! That’s also fine! You see, this is why I proposed you pretend laugh with me. While fake kissing is a time-honored way to throw pursuers off the trail—and is also fun as hell, let’s be honest—we don’t know each other. And since you seem rather angry with me, I’d assumed you would rather pretend laugh with me than pretend to kiss me.”

He spoke so rapidly I could barely keep up. I had the unique sensation of listening to a record player playing music at twice its normal rate of speed. I stared at him, stupefied. Obviously, there was no chance I was going to kiss this guy, despite my moment of temptation. But laughing? When nothing was funny? That seemed almost as absurd. I took a semester of acting in college, but it had been my lowest grade at the University of Chicago. It was true what they said about accountants: most of us didn’t have much of a sense of humor; fewer had any acting skills.

“I don’t think I can pull off a convincing fake laugh,” I admitted.

“Sure you can.”

“Not when nothing’s funny.”

He looked confused. “There’s nothing to pull off. You just … laugh.”

His sincerity seemed so genuine that all at once, I knew he was telling me the truth about this bizarre situation. I didn’t think I could actually help him, but what did I have to lose by trying besides a few extra precious minutes?

“Fine,” I muttered. I took a deep breath and then, a moment later, I did my best attempt at a fake laugh. “Ahahahahahahahaha!” I cried out, even as I stood rigid as a board with my hands balled up into tight, anxious fists at my sides. “Oh, you are so funny!” I added loudly, for good measure. I sounded ridiculous. I hoped none of my coworkers could see or hear me. This was not how someone gunning for a partnership behaved.

As I continued fake laughing, the guy just stared at me. “You weren’t kidding,” he said softly, incredulous. “You really can’t do this.”

I glared at him. “I told you.”

“You did,” he conceded. And then a moment later, he threw his own head back—and laughed.

To anybody passing by, you’d think the man I was standing with had just been told the funniest joke he’d ever heard in his life. His whole body vibrated with it, his hand floating in the air as though to touch me on the shoulder, only for him to snatch it back at the last minute and clutch at his stomach.

Fake it may have been, but this man’s laughter was infectious. Before I knew what was happening, I was laughing, too—at him, at the ridiculousness of this entire situation—without him even needing to prompt me. Without pretending. Everything felt light inside, in a way I seldom felt during tax season, and had never in my life felt with a stranger.

After a while, our laughter subsided. A moment of silence passed between us, punctuated only by the ubiquitous sounds of Chicago traffic. The guy looked over his shoulder, in the direction he’d originally come from. Whatever he saw this time, or didn’t see, made his posture relax.

“I think they’re off my trail for now.” He looked at me again. “Thank you. I owe you one.” And then, abruptly: “Are you an accountant, Amelia Collins?”

“How … how do you know my name? And what I do?” I stammered. A taxi drove by us, leaning on its horn and splattering me with a faint spray of dirty snowmelt. I ignored it and brushed a stray lock of hair out of my face as I tried to get my shit together.

Mr. Fedora Asshole shrugged. “I’m good at spotting accountants.” Before I could ask him what he meant by that, one corner of his mouth quirked into something that was half smile, half smirk. I absolutely did not notice how full, and soft, his lips looked when he did it.

And then, laughing a little, he inclined his head meaningfully at the pile of papers from my briefcase that still lay in a soggy heap at my feet. I followed the direction of his gaze and immediately felt like a fool.

“The header on that paper says Wyatt Foundation Tax Filings,” he pointed out, unnecessarily, as a sharp gust of wind made the ends of his trench coat flap around his legs. “The footer says Amelia Collins. I don’t know much about … well. About much. But I do know that words like tax filings and accountant sort of go hand in hand. And I feel it’s reasonable to assume Amelia Collins is you.”

Damnit, I should not have found his voice sexy when he said all that. I couldn’t help it. It was a deep voice, rich and smooth, and as sinful as silk sheets. Even when he was accusing me of something as mundane as being an accountant.

“Yeah,” I admitted, even more flustered. “That’s me.”

He flashed me a full smile—there and then gone again, like mist at dawn. I shivered for reasons having nothing to do with the cold night air.

He cleared his throat. “I gotta go. But, since you are correct that this collision was partially my fault—”

I scoffed. “Partially?”

He shrugged. “If you’d not been so distracted, you probably would have seen me coming. But since, yes, I am partly to blame …”

He knelt down and scooped up the papers that had fallen from my briefcase. He stood up, then handed them back to me.

They were soaked through now. Useless. I took them from him anyway, the tips of my fingers brushing up against the sides of his hands in the process. He wore no gloves; his hands were like icicles.

It must have been even colder outside than I’d realized.

“Thanks,” I said, feeling a little winded.

“You’re welcome.” He stood up, and brushed off the front of his legs. “Now, I must be off. But do let me know if I can somehow make this up to you, later.” He winked at me. “I owe you one.”

It was an empty offer, of course. I’d never see him again. I floundered for something to say in response to such an awkward comment from a stranger.

Before I could come up with a reply, he shook his head. “Good luck with wherever it is you were headed in such a distracted rush, Amelia Collins.”

Without another word, he turned on his heels and sprinted away.

“What a weirdo,” I muttered under my breath. Not much rattled me anymore, but whatever had just happened between me and that guy …

Whatever that had been, it had rattled me.

But I didn’t have time to think about it. I had the Brown Line to catch, a family dinner to attend, and way too much work to do to waste another second thinking about that peculiar stranger and the giddy way his laughter made me feel.




TWO
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Excerpt from The Annals of Vampyric Lore, Seventeenth Edition

“Index of Notable Vampiric Organizations,” pp. 2313–14

THE COLLECTIVE

Original accounts from vampires in the court of William the Great suggest The Collective, as it is now colloquially known, first formed in England in the eleventh century A.D. as a social club for dilettante fledglings from powerful vampire families. While The Collective still serves a social function for current members, The Collective’s central mission has grown dramatically over the centuries, expanding far beyond its original scope.

Today, the group is primarily focused on three things. First: celebrating their rarefied lineage (eligibility for membership remains limited to those who can directly trace their bloodlines to the original founding Eight). Second: creating new vampires. And third: vigilante justice for wrongs that many in the vampire community consider trifles.

While the vampiric community has historically turned a blind eye to most of The Collective’s antics, it has drawn more criticism in recent years. Some of its more vocal detractors have argued a group so affluent and storied ought to find better things to do with its time.



REGINALD

I LEANED BACK IN FREDERICK’S LEATHER ARMCHAIR AND reread the The Collective’s note. It was crumpled from how frequently I’d gone over it since it arrived at my home four nights ago.

I had to admit that scribbling their threat in what looked like blood but smelled like raspberry syrup was impressive. An admirable commitment to the bit—even if the bit involved wanting to kill me.

“On the one hand,” Frederick began, “I’m not surprised these people are furious.”

For what felt like the thousandth time in the past four days, I went back over the circumstances that had caused this predicament. “Even if I fucked up—”

“If?” Frederick asked, incredulous.

“Okay, fine,” I conceded. “I did fuck up. I admit that. Even so, it’s hard to understand why they’re still this angry with me. It’s been a really long time.”

Frederick got out of his chair and began pacing his living room, hands clasped behind his back. He always did this when he was thinking. Between the two of us, Frederick had always been the more circumspect.

It was part of why he was so annoying—the man couldn’t even order dinner from the South Side blood bank without agonizing over his choices for days—and why I knew I couldn’t handle this situation without him.

“You’re right,” he finally said. “It was over a century ago. Even I didn’t hold my grudge against you for that long.” Frederick stopped pacing to admire a new painting his girlfriend had recently hung up behind the leather sofa. Although, calling it a painting was generous. Cassie called herself a found art artist. The framed picture Frederick was looking at had McDonald’s soda straws and a bunch of other stuff glued to the canvas. Treasures, she called them. Crap was what it looked like to me.

But there’d be time to criticize Cassie’s so-called art later. For now, there was preserving my life to think about.

“I’d have hoped they’d have found something better to worry about over the past hundred and fifty years,” I muttered.

Frederick raised an eyebrow. “Like what?”

“Like … oh, Hades, I don’t know.” I shook my head and ran a distracted hand through my hair. “Climate change, maybe.”

Frederick shot me a skeptical look.

“No, really,” I continued. “Climate change is definitely more important to vampire life in the twenty-first century than a party faux pas from over one hundred years ago that might have resulted in slight calamity.”

“Slight calamity?” Frederick asked, incredulous.

I didn’t blush anymore. I couldn’t; the blood stopped flowing when a person turned. But if I could blush, I’d probably have been doing it then. “Depending on how you view things, you could even say I’d saved those people’s sorry little lives.”

I turned away before I could see the face Frederick undoubtedly made at my claim, then crumpled up The Collective’s letter and threw it on the floor. I wished Frederick had a fireplace I could throw it into. Watching it catch fire and disintegrate into ash … well. I’d never had the opportunity to throw a letter threatening my life into a fire before, but I imagined it must feel really good. But while Frederick was comfortably off, and his home was filled with the kinds of comforts usually only enjoyed by the comfortably off, he didn’t have a working fireplace.

And so the stupid letter sat there like the crumpled-up wad of nasty Denny’s menu it was rather than bursting into a far more satisfying ball of flames.

“Pick that up,” Frederick said. He eyed the thing like it was a dog dropping. “Cassie will be home from work soon.”

I snorted. “She’s a slob. Why would she care?”

Frederick only glared at me. Frederick’s and Cassie’s different attitudes towards housekeeping were one of the few bones of contention they had as far as I could tell—though I supposed it was one thing for someone to criticize their own human girlfriend for leaving her dirty socks on the kitchen table and something else entirely for your friend to do it.

Especially when you were as utterly smitten with your girlfriend as Frederick was with Cassie. He didn’t talk about their future plans often, but I knew he wanted to propose soon.

Bewildering.

I couldn’t relate to wanting to become that close to another person. Especially when said person was human, and therefore mortal. I hadn’t been able to relate to that sort of feeling in centuries. Not since …

Well.

Not since.

Love was a good look on my old friend, though. He hardly even brooded anymore. Since Cassie came into his life, sometimes he even smiled. I would never tell them this, but I was rooting for them. Even if I didn’t really understand what they had.

I held my tongue and capitulated, picking up my death threat and stuffing it into my pocket so I wouldn’t have to look at it.

“Thank you,” Frederick sniffed.

“Of course. Guess I’ll be off, then.” I needed to go home and think through how I was going to approach this mess.

“Before you go …” Frederick placed a hand on my arm. He looked worried. “Do you think that woman guessed you aren’t human?”

I thought back to my encounter with Amelia Collins. Dark blond hair, bright eyes. Tall. Absolutely furious with me. Under different circumstances, she’d have been just my type. I’d known it was a mistake to tell Frederick about her even as the encounter had practically poured out of me the minute I got to his apartment.

The problem was, I’d always had a thing for accountants. Their organized minds were such a delicious contrast to the intentionally erratic way I lived. But there was no time to think about what Amelia Collins might look like when she was laughing for real, or how that warm little hand of hers I’d briefly touched would feel like entwined with my own. I’d never see her again.

More importantly, she was human. I had sworn off fucking with anything mortal during the Carter Administration. Though perhaps it would be all right for me to hire her to help me with my taxes, once my current situation was resolved. My finances were a mess. One of the unexpected perks to living forever and having obvious advantages over humans was that money seemed to always find me, no matter how hard I tried to dodge it. I needed an accountant who was good at their job to help me figure out what was going on.

I bet she was good at her job.

I bet she was good at lots of things, even if fake laughing wasn’t one of them.

Frederick cleared his throat. He was waiting for an answer. “She … didn’t have time to notice me,” I lied. “I apologized for bumping into her like the gentleman I am, and immediately flew here.”

Frederick didn’t need to know I was lying. Fortunately, he seemed to take me at face value. He simply nodded, then took a small step back to eye what I was wearing. “You need to start borrowing my clothes. You stick out like a sore thumb dressed like this.”

I looked down at my outfit. This T-shirt and pink skirt combo had been my favorite ever since I found it at the consignment store a month ago. Frederick had a point, as much as I didn’t like it, but what was the point of living forever if you had to blend in? But even I had to acknowledge that standing out too much right then might get me into trouble.

“I’ll miss my band T-shirts,” I said, wistfully.

“I know.”

“And Old Fuzzy.”

Frederick gave a sympathetic nod. Which was nice of him to do; I knew he loathed how I dressed. “Once you no longer need to blend into your surroundings quite so much, you can go back to dressing like a stolen car.”

I was looking forward to that.

Hopefully, I’d live long enough to see it.

“Here,” he said, pressing something thin and rectangular into my hands. “Cassie wanted me to give you this.”

I vaguely recognized it as one of those flowery journal things the chain bookstore downtown sold near the registers. It said My First Bullet Journal across the cover in flowing pink script.

“Why did Cassie want me to have a bullet journal?” I asked. Reasonably, I thought.

Frederick put a hand on my shoulder. I stared at it mistrustfully. “You’ve been under a lot of strain,” he said gently. “I also know you don’t want to talk with Dr. Leicenster about it—”

“That man is a quack,” I cut in.

“A point upon which reasonable minds can differ,” he countered. “Cassie—we—just think that if you’re going through something this difficult, and you don’t want to seek professional help, at least you can journal about it and see if organizing your thoughts helps.”

I didn’t see how writing about my feelings would make me feel better. But I also wasn’t in the mood to argue about it. I was tired, I was rattled, and I was hungry.

I just wanted to go home.

“I’ll think about it,” I lied. The first Little Free Library I saw on my way home would be getting a new donation. “Tell Cassie I said thanks.”




THREE
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Excerpt from R.C.’s bullet journal, written in black ballpoint pen

Mission statement: To live each day with courage, compassion, and curiosity. To become a better version of myself each day and inspire others in my path to do the same. (Got to figure out better mission statement, the one that came with this journal is stupid)

Feelings: Stressed. Anxious. Distracted.

Roles I play in my life: Friend, enemy, “frenemy,” vampire, amateur glockenspielist

Today’s goals:


	blend in (via F’s boring outfits)

	avoid getting murdered

	try “Bullet Journaling” (most ideas Cassie thinks are good are actually bad, but what the heck. Nothing to lose by trying).



Tomorrow’s goals: Same goals as today. Also: take out the trash.



AMELIA

IT TOOK ME A LOT LONGER THAN I WANTED TO GET MY strange interaction with Mr. Fedora Asshole out of my head.

I thought about him all the way to the El, despite telling myself to shake it off. But what if he was in some kind of danger? He didn’t seem delusional, despite his other peculiarities. And I didn’t think he had made any of it up; it was far too weird a story for any person’s imagination to have conjured it out of thin air.

I couldn’t seem to stop thinking about him—or, if I was being honest with myself, his striking blue eyes, or the way his broad shoulders filled out that ridiculous shirt he was wearing—until I finally made it to Italian Village, the restaurant in River North my family had picked for this month’s get-together.

I opened the door to the restaurant and was greeted with the pleasant aroma of roasting garlic. My mouth watered.

I was nearly thirty minutes late. Mom would likely have something passive-aggressive to say about that. Probably something about how I was going to make myself sick if I kept working so hard.

While Mom and Dad sort of understood my brother Sam’s interest in being a lawyer, the kind of practical application of math skills I used in my career made as much sense to them as being a jackalope hunter would. They didn’t exactly disapprove. They just didn’t understand why a person would want to do it, least of all someone who was related to them. Especially if it meant having to work inhuman hours several months out of every year.

Hopefully Mom’s comments tonight would not get any worse than passive-aggressive.

Either way, if the delicious aroma that greeted me when I stepped inside the restaurant was anything to go by, at least dinner would be good.

Italian Village was relatively new and had been getting good buzz on social media among people who knew the Chicago food scene. So it was a lot more crowded than I’d have otherwise expected in this part of the city on a Tuesday. The host guided me through the restaurant to a table for ten near the back, where my parents, my brothers Sam and Adam and their respective spouses, my eighteen-month-old nephew Aiden, and my twin eight-year-old nieces Ashley and Hannah were already seated.

Adam’s cell phone rested on the table in front of his kids, who were staring at whatever was playing, transfixed. My brother must have won the argument he always had with his wife, Jess, over whether they should let their children have screen time during dinners out.

“Sorry I’m late,” I said, squeezing between the backs of Mom’s and Dad’s chairs and the wall behind them as I made my way to the last empty seat at the end of the table. I almost mentioned the strange interaction I’d had with that guy outside my office to explain why I was late, then decided against it. How would I even describe whatever that was? I barely understood it myself. Easier to fall on the old standby excuse. They were expecting it anyway. “Work is just … you know. Wild these days.”

“We know,” Sam said, giving me a small smile. “Glad you could still make it.”

Sam was a second-year associate at a law firm in the Loop. Like me, he worked very long hours. Unlike me, he still managed to make our monthly family dinners on time. His husband, Scott, likely had something to do with that, though. Scott was an English professor, and with his fastidious attention to detail and legendary calendaring skills, he was the opposite of every absent-minded professor stereotype I had ever heard. And being the daughter of a retired history professor and a retired high school English teacher, I’d heard just about all of them. I suspected Scott actually kept Sam’s calendar for him, with little beeps going off on Sam’s phone anytime my brother needed to be somewhere.

I loved spending time with Sam and his husband. Even though their busy work schedules and mine rarely lined up, we always had fun when we did manage to find time to hang out.

Fortunately, Mom didn’t seem upset with me for being late. She was fully engrossed in conversation with Scott, seated on her other side, and hadn’t even noticed I’d arrived. Mom had a master’s degree in nineteenth-century English literature, which she’d used to teach language arts to high school kids for thirty years, and had been a voracious reader all her life. The first time Sam brought Scott home, I hadn’t even thought Mom could look so happy. Sam liked to joke that of the three of her kids, she liked Scott the best.

Honestly, he may have been right.

“Glad you could join us, Ame.” Dad sat at the head of the table, directly opposite from my nieces. His voice was deep and booming and carried easily over the din of the restaurant. “Tax season keeping you busy, huh?”

It was, verbatim, the same question he’d asked every March and April in the seven years since I’d become a CPA. From anybody else, the repetitive and unimaginative questioning would feel dismissive of my career, and grating. I mean, it was still a little grating and dismissive, even from Dad. But I knew he wasn’t doing it because he disapproved of my job. He just quite literally didn’t know what else to say about my career.

You couldn’t get much farther away from early twentieth-century European history than filing tax returns on behalf of nonprofit foundations.

“Yep,” I said. “Super busy.”

“Good girl.” Dad smiled at me, then turned his attention back to the wine menu he’d been studying when I arrived. “In the mood for some Chardonnay? I ordered a bottle for the table.”

I wasn’t normally much of a drinker. Especially not on a work night. But suddenly, the idea of drinking something with dinner to blur the edges of the day sounded marvelous. “Sure,” I said.

“Me too.” Adam was making silly faces at Aiden, who was no longer interested in the iPhone and looked about thirty seconds away from a total toddler meltdown.

“Me three,” Mom said. She smiled at Dad before turning to the rest of the group. “Also, now that you’re all here, I wanted to see whether you’d gotten Gretchen’s invitation.”

Sam looked up from his menu. “What invitation?”

“Gretchen’s getting married in May!” Mom was beaming. “Your father and I got ours today. Aunt Sue said you’re all invited.”

I fought to stifle a groan.

Lord.

Not another cousin getting married.

Suddenly, the wine Dad ordered couldn’t arrive soon enough. Because now I knew exactly how the rest of tonight’s dinner was going to go. Mom and Dad wouldn’t be gently harping on me about working too hard like I’d worried.

They’d be gently harping on me about being single, instead.

The less of what I knew was coming next that I had to sit through completely sober, the better.

“We got our invitation yesterday,” Jess said. “The girls are looking forward to seeing their cousins again.” If that was actually true, Ashley and Hannah showed no sign of it. They seemed completely oblivious to this entire conversation, having moved on from Adam’s cell phone to a copy of American Girl magazine that sat spread out on the table before them.

The waiter blessedly chose that moment to appear at the table with the bottle of Chardonnay. I made eye contact with him and motioned for him to place it directly in front of me. He gave me what I thought was a nod of understanding before putting the wine right by my plate. Though that might have just been my imagination.

“Wine, anyone?” I chirped. But nobody was listening to me.

“I’m so happy for Gretchen,” Mom sighed. And then she leaned over to me and added, in a sympathetic half whisper, “You know how bad Gretchen’s last breakup was.”

I didn’t know how bad Gretchen’s last breakup was. Other than the fact that back when she was a junior in high school, Gretchen used to sneak out at night to see the nineteen-year-old boyfriend her parents didn’t know about, I knew nothing about her dating history at all. Mom had three siblings; Dad had four. Several of my aunts and uncles had been married multiple times. Our extended family was far too large to keep close track of everyone’s lives.

Gretchen had always seemed nice enough, but I hardly knew her. In fact, the only times I’d seen her since our grandmother’s funeral five years ago had been at other cousins’ weddings.

Of which, in the past five years, there had been more than I could count on two hands.

“Oh, yes,” I said, in a voice I hoped sounded at least passably sympathetic. “That breakup. Terrible.”

“She’d been single for nearly two years before she met Josh.” Mom shook her head, tsking under her breath. “And you know that Gretchen is almost thirty-five. Aunt Sue had begun to suspect Gretchen had given up. It’s so good to see someone who’d given up on romance find love, don’t you think?”

She gave me a knowing look that was all too familiar.

My stomach lurched.

So I guess we were doing this, then.

It wasn’t that I had anything against dating, or the institution of marriage. Or even weddings. Four months ago, I’d attended a bachelorette party in Nashville for one of my old grad school classmates that had featured an endless stream of bars and a drag show at the Ryman that had by itself been worth the cost of the plane fare.

Weddings celebrations could be fun. Love was worth celebrating.

But that wedding trip to Nashville was so much different than this upcoming wedding would be. No one had implied there was something wrong with me for being single, or suggested I needed to do anything to change that. Half of the girls on that trip had been single, too. Or at least, I think they’d been single. In either case, I certainly hadn’t been the only one tucking dollar bills into those male strippers’ G-strings.

I wasn’t close enough to Gretchen to be included in any raucous parties she might be planning as part of the lead-up to her wedding. All I had to look forward to were little needling comments from Mom and her sisters about how I worked too hard and should date more, and a general feeling of being under a spotlight of loneliness.

I liked my life. I loved my career, my cat, my apartment. I loved my friends. And most of the time, I was completely fine with being single, since the last relationship I’d been in ended with more tears than I ever wanted to cry in a one-week span ever again.

Matt had been a CPA, like me. He had thick dark hair, wore these ridiculous librarian glasses that worked for him, and made love the same way he did everything: thoroughly, and with frequent references to the Internal Revenue Code. He was almost unconscionably hot—which was part of why I’d started dating him in the first place—but our relationship left a lot to be desired. So did Matt, I came to find out, both as a person and as a boyfriend. I was devastated when I found out he’d been cheating on me with another woman, who worked at his accounting firm—even if I knew I never wanted to listen to someone talk about step-up basis while I was on the cusp of orgasm ever again.

Regardless, ever since Matt, I’d found all the satisfaction I needed out of life between my career, my friends, and my trusty vibrator.

I couldn’t tell Mom that last part, of course. I just wished she, and the rest of my family, would accept that I didn’t need to be in a romantic relationship to feel complete. My own personal history suggested I was better off on my own.

I didn’t say any of this to Mom, who was still pretending she was only talking about Gretchen’s sad dating history and looking at me expectantly for a reaction.

I went along with it, and pretended not to realize where we were heading. What was the point? I’d been putting up with this in the lead-up to every cousin’s wedding for years. Ever since things with Matt went to shit.

“Single for nearly two years,” I parroted. “Poor Gretchen. Absolutely awful.” I’d been functionally single for at least twice that long, but who was counting.

“Awful!” Aiden cried. He’d apparently lost interest in Adam’s cell phone and was now trying hard to engage with the adults in conversation.

Mom ignored him. “Your invitation should be for you and a plus one, dear,” she continued, oblivious to my mounting irritation, her voice still just above a whisper in my ear. “I double-checked with Aunt Sue. So you can definitely bring along a date. I think that would be very nice.”

Mom knew full well I wasn’t seeing anyone. She also knew I’d never been one for casual dating. Aunt Sue may have said I could bring a plus-one, but everyone in this family knew I’d be showing up alone.

The same way I showed up for almost every family event alone.

“That’s great,” I said sarcastically, and probably a bit too loudly. I grabbed for the bottle of wine again. “If I can bring a plus-one, that means I’ll be able to bring my boyfriend.”

I’d never really experienced a record scratch moment before, where conversations and ambient noise and even time itself seems to grind to a screeching halt. I was experiencing it now, though. No sooner were the words out of my mouth than Adam and Jess abruptly stopped talking. Sam was staring at me, his eyes wide as saucers. Even Aiden wasn’t looking at his dad’s phone anymore. Following the adults’ leads, he’d turned his guileless blue gaze on me.

And Mom …

Mom was beaming.

It took me longer than it should have to realize that somehow, for reasons that escaped me, my family had taken my flippant comment at face value. Was I really so bad at sarcasm that not one person in my family had picked up on it?

“You’re dating someone?” Mom sounded like Christmas had come in March. I barely heard her over the spinning of the wheels in my mind.

I opened my mouth to correct her. To say that, no—I was still just as single as ever—

And closed it again as one of the most ridiculous ideas I’d ever had began taking shape in my mind.

Maybe I really was working too hard and it was getting to me. Perhaps the wine I had only taken a few sips of with dinner had gone too quickly to my head on an empty stomach.

Either way, maybe—just maybe—letting them think I was seeing someone would get them off my back about being single for a little while. At least until after we were on the other side of Gretchen’s wedding, and Mom’s dating-related comments would go back to being occasional annoyances.

The next words out of my mouth shocked me even as I said them.

“Yes. I’m seeing someone.” My voice sounded like it was coming from somewhere outside myself. I thought fleetingly of the interaction I’d had with Mr. Fedora Asshole. It had been so difficult for me to pretend at anything even as it had come as second nature to him. If only he could see me now, I thought, feeling a little unhinged. “I’m so glad I’ll get to bring him to the wedding,” I added, as my family continued to stare at me in surprised silence. “He’ll be thrilled.”

With that, I sank a little lower in my seat and poured myself another glass of Chardonnay with shaking hands. I’d already had more wine than strictly necessary for a family dinner on a Tuesday night. But if I was making questionable decisions, why not go all in?

“Is he hot?” Jess whispered conspiratorially in my ear.

Every single part of me that was capable of panicking was doing it then. “Um. Yeah?” Because in that dizzy moment, it felt like the right thing to say. “He’s … yeah. He’s definitely hot.”

I didn’t sound convincing even to myself, but Jess grinned at me anyway. After a quick glance at Adam to make sure he wasn’t looking, she held up her hand for a fist bump.

Instead of bumping my fist with hers, I pretended not to see it and slunk down farther into my seat.

“I can’t wait to meet him,” Mom said, dreamily.

That made two of





PENGUIN BOOKS

UK | USA | Canada | Ireland | Australia
New Zealand | India | South Africa

Penguin Books is part of the Penguin Random House group of companies whose addresses can be found at global.penguinrandomhouse.com.

www.penguin.co.uk

[image: Penguin Random House UK]
First published in the US by Berkley, an imprint of Penguin Random House LLC, New York, 2024
First published in the UK in Penguin Books 2024

Copyright © Jennifer Prusak, 2024

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Cover illustration by Roxie Vizcarra

Book design by Daniel Brount

ISBN: 978-1-804-94543-8

Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes freedom of expression and supports a vibrant culture. Thank you for purchasing an authorized edition of this book and for respecting intellectual property laws by not reproducing, scanning or distributing any part of it by any means without permission. You are supporting authors and enabling Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for everyone. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems. In accordance with Article 4(3) of the DSM Directive 2019/790, Penguin Random House expressly reserves this work from the text and data mining exception.

The authorized representative in the EEA is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

All correspondence to:
Penguin Books
Penguin Random House
One Embassy Gardens, 8 Viaduct Gardens, London SW11 7BW


EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/prh_uk_logo.jpg
Penguin
Random Houge
UK





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-regular.otf


EPUB/images/cover.jpg
Bestselling Author





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/images/title_page_logo.png





EPUB/xhtml/prh_core_assets/fonts/avantgarde-bold.otf


EPUB/images/p001.png





