
Chapter One

			Ice cream makes everything better, doesn’t it?

			Well. Maybe not everything. But it comes damn close. Of this I’m convinced.

			“Doing okay?” my best friend since high school, Adley Purcell, asks me as she finishes cleaning one of her ice cream-making machines. Her family has always run Get the Scoop, an artisan ice cream shop that her grandfather opened when he and her grandma came over from the Philippines with Adley’s mom—before artisan was even a thing. Last year, her grandpa retired, and Adley bought him out and took over, which means she works herself to death six days a week. She and I are tight, always have been, even before we knew that we both liked girls.

			I nod as I spoon mint chip ice cream into my mouth, letting the cool freshness of it sit on my tongue for a second or two before I swallow. It’s the last of today’s stock and it’s friggin’ delicious. Adley will make more tomorrow.

			“Doing okay.”

			“Good.” Adley drapes her towel over her shoulder and blows at a hunk of her wavy dark hair—which has escaped not only from her ponytail, but also from her hat—only to have it fall right back where it had been, hanging in front of her eye. Then she whips herself up a milkshake using almond milk and chocolate almond ice cream, tosses in a little Frangelico from the not-so-secret bottle she keeps in the fridge, and voilà! instant frozen alcoholic shake. She takes the stool across from me at the little counter in the back of the shop, sets her forearms on the table, and looks me dead in the eye.

			“Uh-oh. That’s a serious stare,” I say, half jokingly, ’cause when Adley gives me that look, shit is about to get real. “Are we about to have a serious discussion?”

			“Enough already.” Her dark brows meet in a V above her nose, a signal that she is not messing around. “It was one thing to mourn the death of your relationship. I get that. It took a while. I get that, too. But Penelope announcing her engagement doesn’t warrant any sadness from you. You deserve better.”

			I sigh. Not in annoyance, but in resignation. She’s right. Adley is a wise woman, and this is a no-brainer. Still, it’s hard. Not to mention fucking embarrassing. I’d been with Pen for three years. I’d moved into her house. We were happy, or so I thought, and I wanted more. I wanted a commitment, something that symbolized our dedication to each other.

			I should’ve kept my mouth shut because asking for a commitment was the beginning of the end, ironically enough. Long story short, we broke up, she kicked me out, I moved in with my grandmother, and barely a year later, Pen became engaged to another woman. Fucking engaged. So, clearly, she was fine with commitment. She just hadn’t wanted to commit to me. That hurt. And was mortifying. And now, I feel like I can’t show my face around town anymore. Which is ridiculous, but still. Emotions are tough to argue with.

			“You need to get out there, get out of your grandma’s house, do something. Play softball. Join a bowling league. A book club. Go out to dinner. Something.” Adley takes a swig of her shake, and her voice gets softer. “I worry about you.”

			“I know.” And I do. Between Adley and my grandmother and my work friends, I don’t go a day without somebody gently suggesting I do something besides go home to my cats—well, Grandma’s cats—and watch Netflix. And not just Netflix. Sappy, romantic Netflix. I’ve blown through all the sugary series with familiar tropes—big city girl comes home to small town, high school reunion leads to a second chance at love, some things are more important than my job—some multiple times. I know I’m in danger of becoming one with the couch, so maybe it is time to start listening to my friends. “Well,” I say to Adley, “I do have something I’m rolling around in my head.”

			“Tell me.” Adley has big, dark eyes and they focus on me. Everything about her is gorgeously brown, being half Filipino. Her hair, her eyes, her skin. She is tall and stunning to look at, and standing next to her can be rough, given how I have average light hair, average blue eyes, average pale skin, and am of average height. I grab her shake and take a sip of it before I give her my news.

			“You know how Bash is getting married, right?”

			“You mean Bash the Dreamy?”

			I laugh at the nickname she gave him the first time they met, when Adley had marveled over how precisely he was put together. Sebastian Larue is one of my coworkers and also one of my closest friends. “Well, he wants to take dance lessons to surprise Lydia for their wedding, and he asked me to go with him, be his partner. He said it would help him and also get me out and about.” I make the air quotes that Bash had made when suggesting the lessons to me. “It’s a twelve-week course.”

			“That’s fantastic,” Adley says with a clap of her hands, and her eyes light up, and her smile gets wide, and it’s clear she’s thrilled by the idea of me attempting to dance and making a fool of myself, likely in front of several other people. “You’re gonna do it, yes?”

			“I mean, I tried to decline, but he played the I Helped You Move Out of Your Ex’s card, and what could I say to that?”

			“He’s not wrong.”

			“I know. So I said yes, way against my better judgment.” I eat the last spoonful of my ice cream and take my dish to the stainless steel industrial sink to rinse it, then set it on the counter to be sent through the enormous dishwasher. I turn back to my bestie. “I’m gonna be a disaster, you know that, right? I have no rhythm. Bash is going to be sorry he asked me.”

			“No, he’s not.” Adley is still smiling. “You’re gonna have fun, and he’s gonna learn to dance and surprise his bride, and it’s gonna be great all the way around. I just know it.” She slurps up the last of her shake. “Also, you do have rhythm. You’re gonna be great. Plus, you’re doing your friend a favor. That’s a good thing. And you’re doing something, and that’s a better thing.”

			“I live to make you happy.” I shoot for sarcasm, but it comes out lighter, and that’s probably better. I clear my throat and exhale a resigned breath. She’s right—Adley often is when it comes to giving advice to others—and I probably need to stop fighting it. I decide a change of subject is in order. “Any new flavors on the horizon? It’s spring.” I gesture toward the freezer. Adley is fabulous at coming up with new and creative flavors of ice cream, not to mention sundaes and desserts with unique names and even more amazing flavor combinations.

			“A couple, yeah. Still in the early stages. A couple new flavors and two new dessert ideas. Gotta keep things fresh so those customers keep coming back, you know?”

			I wish I had a quarter of her creative energy. “Well, you know I’m here anytime you need a taste tester.” I raise my hand and give it a little wave, just to punctuate my words.

			“You’ll be the first one I call,” she says and gives me a smile. Let me just say that having a best friend who literally makes ice cream for a living does not suck.

			* * *

			I’m a hairstylist. I love hair. I love new styles and colors and everything about the science behind hair. It has always fascinated me, even as a little girl. All my dolls and Barbies had funky hairstyles because I was always trying out new things on them, cutting or curling or coloring.

			That being said, Sylvia’s, the salon where I currently work, isn’t really on the cutting edge of hair fashion. Pun intended. But it’s a job and I do okay there and I’m close with the stylists whose chairs are near mine. Bash is to my left. Demi works to his left. We are like the Sarcastic Three Musketeers, and one day, we’re gonna leave Sylvia and her ridiculous profit split and open our own salon together.

			One day.

			It’s Tuesday morning, and I have three grannies lined up in a row on my schedule. I don’t call them that out of disrespect. That’s just how we classify our senior clients who, to be honest, are much of our bread and butter because they come weekly. A wash, set, and blow-dry is basic and easy and the basis of my income. And my grandma sends me all her friends, so my schedule is pretty full most days. For that, I’m thankful.

			I’m rolling Mrs. D’Angelo’s hair, which is a beautiful silvery white, when Bash comes in to start his day. I can see her watching him in the mirror, like pretty much any straight woman with a pulse does…along with a surprising number of men. People always assume Bash is gay—he’s a hairstylist, first of all, and that comes with a stereotype for men. Secondly, he’s gorgeously put together—tall and lean, with broad shoulders, chestnut-brown hair, and a beard that is so precisely trimmed, it looks almost drawn on to his face. He’s like a Disney cartoon prince. And he’s mostly oblivious to the attention, which is one of the many reasons I love the guy. He’s actually bi, but I never offer that up. It’s not my news to share. And he’s totally devoted to Lydia, who might actually be the sweetest woman to walk the earth. I wouldn’t be surprised.

			“Good morning, Mrs. D,” he says to my client, meeting her eyes in the mirror. “You’re looking fabulous today.”

			Mrs. D’Angelo blushes, honest-to-God blushes, and it’s adorable. I half expect her to titter in delight as well, but she just smiles and says hello back. I get her all set and sit her under a dryer, and then I shampoo my next client, Mrs. Haverstein. I get her settled in my chair and comb her hair out. It’s not quite as silvery as Mrs. D’Angelo’s, but it’s a rich salt-and-pepper. Bash has a handsome blond man in his chair and is shaving the back of his neck with an electric razor.

			“You all ready for tonight?” he asks.

			“Since I will never be ready to dance in front of strangers, no,” I say. “I am not ready for tonight. But I’ll be there.”

			Mrs. Haverstein meets my eyes in the mirror and raises her almost nonexistent brows in question.

			“Bash is making me take dance lessons with him,” I tell her with a teasing eye roll.

			“Ooh,” she says, drawing the word out. “That sounds like so much fun. I used to love to dance.”

			“It will be fun,” Bash agrees and gives her a smile that makes her blush, too. Man, I need him to teach me that. “I’m getting married in the fall, and I want to surprise my fiancée by actually knowing how to dance when we take the floor for the first time as man and wife.”

			I see the blond man’s face clearly fall and have to roll my lips in and bite down on them to keep from laughing. Poor dude.

			“It will be fun for you,” I say. “You actually have rhythm. And also a right and a left foot.”

			He shakes his head, but with a smile, because this has been my argument since he first brought it up. He’s not letting me slide on it, though. “Nope. You’re gonna be great. I bet you twenty bucks.”

			“You’re my witness, Mrs. H. When he’s too embarrassed to show his face anywhere because his dance partner is a catastrophe, feel free to bring up this conversation. Okay?”

			She’s laughing openly now, her blue eyes crinkled at the corners. She’s a super nice lady that I’ve known since I was in high school because she used to bowl with my grandma and grandpa. Holding up her hands in surrender, she tells me she’s going to reserve judgment.

			The morning flies by, as Tuesday mornings usually do, and Demi finally shows up at twelve thirty for her first client, just as I return from my lunch break in the back room. While I have a clientele that skews a little older and, therefore, prefers to come in the morning, Demi’s clients tend to be younger and edgier. And night owls. Her days rarely start before noon.

			Today, she’s wearing skintight black pants with rips in the knees. Her very shiny, very black hair is shaved close on one side and flops over on the other, and she’s traded the diamond stud in her nose for a silver ring. Her eyeliner is heavy, and her Doc Martens are probably ten years old and they look it, but somehow, Demi always manages to take a bunch of worn-slash-old-slash-sloppy things and make them work. I could give her a couple plastic bags, two rubber bands, and some duct tape and she’d make it look cool. She has fashion sense to spare. I wish she’d spare some for me. I need help. A glance at my jeans and simple purple button-down shirt reminds me of this. I prefer to buy my clothes directly off the mannequin, if at all possible, because then I can be sure at least one other person in the world thinks it all goes together—the person who dressed the mannequin. When I shop online, I tend to buy the entire outfit the model is wearing, just to be safe. I can’t accessorize to save my damn life.

			“DeBashtie,” is the first thing Demi says once she’s at her station, and she keeps her voice low. Bash and I look at each other, and I tip my head to the left, while he tips his the other way. “It’s a combination of all our names. Demi, Bash, Scottie.” She accents the included syllables.

			“Shockingly, I don’t hate it,” he says.

			“Me, neither,” I agree.

			“Add it to the list?” she asks, looking pleased with herself, and we both nod. She pulls out her phone and punches buttons.

			Every few days, one of us suggests a name for the salon we plan to own together. Any of us is allowed to veto, and anything we all like goes on a list. My last suggestion was Snips. I was vetoed in about three seconds flat.

			My next client is the first one of the day who’s under sixty years old, and she begins my afternoon. By the time I’m pulling the smock off my last client, it’s nearing five thirty and Bash is looking kind of giddy.

			“It’s almost time,” he says, his eyes sparkling.

			“I swear, you’re like a little kid around this dance class. I don’t know when I’ve seen you this excited about something.” It’s cute, I have to admit, even if I’ve had butterflies bouncing around in my stomach for the past hour. I’m not sure why I’m so nervous. I have nothing to be nervous about. It’s not like I’m going to a room filled with professional dancers and I’m going to look stupid. It’ll probably be a class of people who also don’t know how to dance, thus the class-taking. Logically, I know this. But it doesn’t matter. I’m still a ball of nerves.

			“Got your clothes?” Bash asks. “I’m gonna go change.”

			“Okay. I’ll change after you.”

			There’s only one bathroom in the salon, so I wait until he comes back out, and then I head in with my bag. I was told to dress comfortably, so it’s easy to move around, and I packed some leggings and a tank, all close-fitting. It would be just my luck to get the hem of my pants or the sleeve of my shirt stuck on something and make a spectacle of myself. Trust me, it could happen. So I made sure to pack clothes that stay tight against me. I lace up my sneakers, and I’m good to go.

			We drive separately, as the dance studio is halfway home for both of us, but we live in opposite directions. It takes me three tries to get my eleven-year-old Ford started, but I manage to get there on time and slide my car into the spot next to Bash’s at Ms. Tina’s School of Dance. He’s leaning against his Charger, feet crossed at the ankle, waiting for me. I gesture with my chin to the small building. “I hope you’re ready to have your friend embarrass the crap out of you.”

			He ignores my shitty self-talk, and he’s still grinning like a little kid on Christmas morning. “Ready?” he asks as I slam my door shut and lock my car.

			No, I’m not ready. I’m not even a little ready. I’m worried about embarrassing myself. Worse, I’m worried about embarrassing him. I give him a look that must show my near panic because he throws an arm over my shoulders.

			“We’re just gonna have fun. That’s it. Okay? Relax.”

			I inhale deeply, let it out slowly, and realize he’s right. No need to be nervous. No reason to worry. We’re just going to have fun. I nod once. “Okay. Let’s do the thing.”

			




Chapter Ten

			Why are there so many people in the grocery store at four thirty on a Thursday?

			I don’t understand it, and I have to consciously not growl at a woman who has stopped her cart dead center in the damn aisle so she can browse the crackers.

			Somebody’s grandma, somebody’s grandma, somebody’s grandma, I repeat in my head as I maneuver around her and do my best not to make any noise that indicates my irritation.

			I don’t mind grocery shopping, but I prefer to go early in the morning or later in the evening when there are fewer people, and I can browse and take my time. But this morning, I used up the last of my toothpaste, which somehow did not make it onto my grocery list. And when I say used up, I mean squeezed every last little blob I could possibly get out of that tube. There is no waiting if I want to brush my teeth anymore today. And I do. My mistake was asking Grandma if she needed anything. Because I’m a good granddaughter, and that’s what a good granddaughter would do. As luck would have it—or not have it—she needs several things, and instead of a quick trip to Walgreens, I’m in the middle of Wegmans on a Thursday afternoon with every parent in the greater Northwood area who picked up their kid from school and needed to swing by the store quick.

			I love early June, and the sunshine beaming through the front windows of the store does help to lighten my mood a little bit. So there’s that. I’m making my way to the cosmetics and bathroom stuff when I hear my name called out loudly in a little kid voice, and before I can even comprehend the sound, my lower body is hit by what feels like a rocket. And then Jaden’s arms are around my waist and he’s hugging me, and I can’t remember the last time somebody was that excited to see me. Makes me happy.

			“What are you doing here?” I ask, ruffling his hair. Which looks damn good if I say so myself.

			“We’re gonna make cupcakes,” he said, and his eyes have the sparkle that only little kids get when they’re giddy about something.

			“Cupcakes? What kind? Will there be frosting? Sprinkles? I need details, man!”

			He dissolves into little boy giggles. “You’re hilarious, Scottie.” And his use of such a big word at his age makes me laugh in surprise along with him.

			“I get that a lot,” I say.

			“Get what a lot?” The voice comes from behind me, and it sounds—feels—coated with honey, warm, sweet, and inviting.

			“I told Scottie she’s funny,” Jaden says, filling her in.

			“Actually, you said I was hilarious.” I can feel myself brace as I turn and meet Marisa’s eyes because I know it’ll have an effect. And it does. Right down to my… “Hi.”

			“Hey. Fancy meeting you here.” She furrows her brow. “What does that mean exactly, anyway? My mom always said it. Fancy meeting you here. Is it fancy that I’m meeting you here?”

			“I mean, I guess it could be fancy.” I glance down at my very unfancy jeans and T-shirt. “Though I’m not really dressed appropriately for fancy.”

			“You look great,” she says, as she stands there looking like she just stepped off the home page of a trendy clothing website, in her cool, pale yellow jumpsuit and olive skin. And then we just kind of grin at each other, and it occurs to me that we keep running into each other in random places and how weird that is. Finally, I find my voice.

			“So. Cupcakes, huh?”

			She glances down at Jaden, whose attention is running short, I can tell by the way he’s looking around the store at other things and kind of bouncing on the balls of his feet. “Somebody was having a craving for chocolate cake.”

			I lower my voice. “You mean you, right?”

			She puts a finger to her lips. “I like to let him think it was his idea.”

			“Understood.”

			She looks into my handbasket and takes in the grapefruit, bran flakes, Metamucil, and Alka-Seltzer and raises her eyebrows in question. “Well. That’s quite an assortment you’ve got there.”

			“And I haven’t even added the whitening toothpaste yet.”

			“Grandma asked you to pick up a few things, did she?”

			I nod. “Yes, and why is everybody in Northwood here right now?”

			“I know, right?”

			We laugh together, and then the laughter dies down and we’re left standing, not quite awkwardly, but not exactly not awkwardly. Jaden tugs on Marisa’s shirt.

			“Come on,” he says in that way only little kids can, like he’ll absolutely die if they don’t go right now.

			Marisa lifts and lowers her eyebrows, smiles at me, and takes a few backward steps. “Catch you later, Scottie.”

			“Make awesome cupcakes,” I say back, then spend the next half hour wondering if that was a totally ridiculous thing to say. I decide yes. Yes, it was. I have no game. Zero game. Zero. I should just accept that.

			Grandma isn’t home when I get there. She’s having girls’ night, and I’m a little embarrassed by the intensity of my jealousy. I put away her groceries and read the note she left me telling me there’s some pasta in the fridge for me for dinner. Okay, that makes me feel better. I feed the cats and eat my dinner in front of the TV watching Law & Order: SVU. Jesus Christ, I’m becoming my grandmother, but forty years early.

			It’s not until I’m in bed later that it occurs to me Marisa never mentioned the dance contest. That makes me wonder if Ms. Tina hasn’t said anything about it to her yet. And that, of course, sends me off on a whole new course of worry.

			* * *

			I completely forget until I arrive at work on Saturday morning that I have an appointment in the afternoon to do my half sister Jordana’s hair. When she and my mom arrive around three thirty, the salon is buzzing with business. Bash is on his sixth client in a row. Demi’s got that tall guy with the eyebrow piercing again—Michael? Micah?—in her chair. And Jordie is all excited. Bouncy. I haven’t seen her with this much enthusiasm since she turned thirteen. She hugs me, hugs Bash, gives Demi a wave, then plops into my chair.

			“What are we doing?” I ask, meeting her eyes in the mirror. My mom is sitting in a chair behind us along the wall, scrolling on her phone. “Just a trim?”

			“No.” Jordana pulls out her phone and shows me a photo of the back of a woman’s head, her hair in a complicated braid-slash-bun type thing with pieces hanging down in pretty corkscrew curls. “For my dance, remember?”

			No, I don’t remember because I was never told. My mother glances up at me in the mirror. “Didn’t I mention that?” she asks.

			I shake my head but shrug it off because I can do what Jordana wants, no problem. “What dance is this?”

			“The junior high Spring Fling,” my sister says, and her excitement is so clear that I can’t help but smile at her. “Mom and I got this gorgeous dress. Wanna see?”

			“Duh,” I say, then look at her phone again as she shows me photos of her in a beautiful royal-blue dress that makes her look so grown-up it almost brings tears to my eyes. “Do you have a date?” I ask, wondering to myself if thirteen is too young for one and deciding yes, it absolutely is.

			“No, a bunch of us girls are going together. We got a limo and we’re going to dinner and it’s gonna be awesome.”

			“Sounds like it. Where’s dinner?”

			She names a pretty upscale restaurant, which surprises me and also doesn’t. As I spend the next forty-five minutes styling my little sister’s hair and listening to her exuberance about the upcoming evening, thoughts roll around in the back of my mind. Memories. I recall my very first school dance. I was sixteen, and my mom had little to nothing to do with any of it. I went shopping with Adley and her mom with money that my mom gave me. Adley and her mother helped me pick out a simple but elegant blue number that sparkled. I remember Jason Carter had asked Adley to go with him, but she said no because she knew I didn’t have a date—this was before either of us realized we liked girls better—and so we went together. My mom had been on a date with Stephan that same night. There aren’t even any prom photos of me except ones that Adley’s mom took.

			But none of that is Jordie’s fault, so I put my best effort into her hair, which comes out looking pretty incredible, if I do say so.

			I glance up at my mom several times as I work, and she’s either scrolling on her phone or gazing at Jordie with so much love on her face it makes my heart ache a little bit. But there is one moment when I meet her gaze, and there’s something on her face…Sadness? Regret? I don’t know. It’s hard to tell. But I finish up and have to argue with them about payment. My mom insists she should pay me, and I insist that I’m not charging my own sister, and we go back and forth for a good five minutes before I finally win.

			Jordie hugs me hard, and that makes it all worth it. “Send me pictures, okay?”

			“Thanks, Scottie. Love you.” And she’s out the door. My mom kisses my cheek and follows her, and I stand at the window and watch them pull out and drive away.

			“You okay?” Bash asks me softly. He knows my story and is surprisingly intuitive for a guy.

			I inhale a deep breath and let it out. “Yeah. I’m good.”

			“Her hair looks fabulous,” he says.

			“It does, doesn’t it?”

			“You do good work.”

			“Thanks. It helps that she’s gorgeous.” It’s true. My little sister’s going to be a knockout in five years.

			Demi has taken her sweet time with the tall, dark, and handsome guy, which isn’t surprising, as they’ve spent much of his appointment having eye sex in Demi’s mirror. Bash and I have made eye contact and have shaken our heads several times as we’ve worked on our own clients, and when Demi finally takes the cape off him, he stands and bends down to kiss her on the mouth.

			When the doorbell tells us the door has opened, I’m facing Demi, and I swear to God, every drop of color drains from her face as I stand there. I quickly look over my shoulder to see the other guy she kissed recently, the one with sleeves of tattoos, standing there looking stricken.

			Uh-oh.

			I meet Bash’s eyes, and he grits his teeth and makes an oh shit face, and we watch as the tattooed guy turns to leave and Demi runs after him, leaving Eyebrow Piercing to gaze after her, probably wondering what the hell is happening. Then he heads outside as well, and Bash and I try not to be obvious about watching out the window as Demi stands between the two men, her head turning from one to the other, her hands flailing about as she, I assume, tries to explain herself.

			I do not envy the woman. At all.

			“That’s exactly why I could never date casually,” Bash says quietly, making air quotes around the last two words. “I always wished I could, but I was always afraid of that happening.” He points out the window with his scissors, as his client, a woman in her twenties, nods her agreement.

			The two of us give up any pretense of not watching and we gawk. Stare. Ogle. The guys are pointing at each other and shrugging and lifting their arms in tandem What the hell? gestures, and Demi looks like she’s about to cry. Something I’ve never seen before. And then the guys walk away in opposite directions, leaving Demi standing there facing the building. She glances up at us, and we quickly turn away and busy ourselves, like there’s any way in the world she’d not know we were watching. She comes in through the front door, walks right past us, and heads for the back room.

			Bash and I look at each other. He indicates his client sitting in his chair, and since I don’t currently have one, I’m elected. With a sigh, I follow Demi into the back.

			There’s an employee bathroom back there, off the makeshift kitchen area, and she must be in there, the door closed and her nowhere else to be found. Thank God it’s Saturday, which means no chance of Sylvia popping in, because she’d have words to say—probably words like lollygagging or dillydallying—even though we don’t work for her.

			“Demi?” I knock softly at the door. “You okay?”

			She doesn’t answer right away, but I can hear her sniffing, then a blow of her nose. I wait a couple more minutes, and the door finally opens. I’ve known Demi for a while now, and emotional is not a word I’d use to describe her. Stoic. Tough. Even-keeled. Very chill. All those apply. So this teary, mascara-smeared waterworks before me is a surprise, to say the least.

			“I suck, Scottie.”

			“No, you don’t.” I don’t ask if she wants some tea, just move to the electric kettle on the counter and click it on. My grandma always makes tea when somebody is upset, so I guess it’s ingrained.

			Demi moves to the table and drops into a chair like her legs have given out. “I do, though. I was selfish and self-absorbed and ended up hurting two really great guys because of it.” She sighs loudly.

			“You still have the third guy, right?” I ask and make a face because that is in such poor taste, but also, I kinda hope it’ll make her laugh.

			She blinks at me for a second, and then a laugh bursts out of her, much to my relief. “I guess I do, yeah.”

			“Well, there ya go. Not the end of the world after all.” God, I’m bad at this. I busy myself making us both a cup of tea, and I sit across from her.

			“They were both really good guys. They didn’t deserve that. I mean, I never claimed to be exclusive with either of them, but…”

			“They assumed.”

			“They did. And I knew that, and I let them.” She sighs and sips and then meets my eyes. “Why is dating so hard? Why is love so hard?”

			“That is something I definitely do not have the answer to. Wish I did.”

			“I mean, all I’m trying to do is not be alone in life. You know? I just want somebody to keep me company. To have my back.” She’s gazing out the window now, and I think she’s just thinking out loud, so I stay quiet and let her talk. “It’s not a lot to ask, right? Just…somebody who looks out for me while I look out for him? Somebody who will rub my feet after a long day or hug me when I feel sad or pick up my favorite candy bar or bag of chips when they’re at the store just because they were thinking about me.”

			It’s not too much to ask, is it? I want those same things. Don’t we all?

			“I mean, look at you. You had it, and then Pen goes and just…leaves. Just decides she doesn’t want any of that with you anymore.”

			Um, okay, ouch. Facts, yes, but still. Ouch.

			Demi waves a hand at me. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be so blunt. I just don’t understand it is all. Why is it all so freaking hard?”

			I shake my head. “I wish I knew.” I sit with her for a while longer, and we sip our tea together in silence until it starts to get close to five. I have one more client and then I’m outta here. I finish my tea and stand. “Are you going to be okay?”

			She waves a hand at me and makes a pfft sound. “I’ll be fine,” she says and gives me a sad smile. “My own fault, you know? Thanks for sitting with me, though. I appreciate it.”

			I nod and round the table and give her a hug. Demi’s not really a hugger, but she holds on to me, and we stay like that for a moment before I head back out to my chair.

			For the rest of my shift, I can’t help thinking about her words. All of them. Not just how Pen up and left, decided I wasn’t her person after all. But all of it. All those things that we as human beings want. That we need. We’re not meant to be alone. I’m not meant to be alone. If I learned only one thing during the wretched breakup I went through not so long ago, it’s that. I want all those things Demi mentioned. All of them. And more. I want somebody who wants to be near me all the time. Just in the same place. I want somebody I’m so into that I know where they are in the room at all times, even if I’m not looking for them. I want somebody who’s the first on my list when something good happens and I want to make calls. I want somebody whose perfume I recognize from yards away. I want somebody who makes me laugh. I want somebody who takes time in their day to text me just to see how my day is going. I want somebody who wonders about me when they’re not with me. Somebody who’ll cook for me. And not just cook for me, but cook my favorite things. Somebody who knows how I like my eggs and my hamburgers, and that I drink almond milk but prefer half-and-half in my coffee.

			All these thoughts swirl in my head as I work on my last client, a woman in her early sixties whose daughter-in-law recently gave birth to her first grandchild. I smile and nod and look at photos on her phone, but the whole time, those thoughts about what I want in life roll around in my head like bingo balls in a ball mixer. Is it too much? Am I asking too much? Expecting too much? I thought I had that stuff with Pen…well, most of it. Okay, some of it. Pen doesn’t cook, so forget about the eggs thing. She rocks ordering food, though, and did know pad thai is a favorite of mine. I can’t remember what her perfume smells like, though I do know it’s in a square bottle. I used to text her daily from here, telling her little anecdotes about clients or fellow stylists, but it always took her hours to get back to me. If she got back to me at all. She told me more than once that she just forgot to text back. Which is a pretty clear sign that you’re not at the top of somebody’s list, right?

			I finish up and check my client out, then spend the next hour cleaning up and putting things away, since I won’t be back until Tuesday. Bash asks if I want to grab a drink, but I realize I’m not really in the mood for that.

			What I am in the mood for is pad thai.

			At home.

			With a glass of wine and something on Netflix.

			And probably my grandma.

			




Chapter Eleven

			Tuesday at work is insane. Between overbooking myself—because I clearly don’t know how to keep an accurate schedule—and the woman who brought in her twelve-year-old daughter who had green hair because she was trying to color her hair at home and hadn’t followed the directions, my stress levels are pretty high all day. By the time I get to dance class—with about thirty seconds to spare, thank you very much—I’m pretty sure I’m just going to short out like a robot that’s been running too hot all day. A couple zips, a flash, and I’ll just power down and stand against the wall.

			“Hi.” Marisa comes right up to me as I put my things in a corner. “You look frazzled. Everything okay?”

			I find myself torn between being mortified that she can tell I’m frazzled by looking at me and kinda thrilled that she already knows me well enough to tell I’m frazzled just by looking at me. I give her a small groan. “Crazy day.”

			“I hear that,” she says, and her smile is soft and her eyes are sweet and, holy crap, I’m going to be in trouble with this woman. The thought hits me, fresh and hard and out of the blue. So. Much. Trouble. “Dancing always helps me. Softens the edges.” She reaches for my upper arm, gives it a rub. “Hey, do you have a few minutes after class? I’d like to talk to you.”

			I nod and watch as she heads to the front of the room to get everybody’s attention, and class begins.

			Here’s what I’m finding: The more time I spend with Marisa—be it cutting her hair or running into her at the grocery store—the more of an effect she has on me. The more I dance with her, the more aware of her I am. Does that make sense? Like, she’s not doing anything any different in dance class. We are dancing together like always, her leading, me following, my hand in hers, her other hand on my back. Lots of touching, our bodies are very close, but there’s nothing sexual about it.

			Wow, okay, that’s a huge lie, because starting with this class—class number seven—all I can think about are sexual things. I don’t know what happened, where that line was that I not only clearly crossed over but blew the fuck past, but I am suddenly completely turned on anytime she comes near me tonight. It’s like a switch flipped and now everything she does floats my boat. Pops my kernels. Cranks my knobs. The way her hips move. How she smells like coconuts again. That there’s barely an inch between her breasts and mine. The way just the tip of her tongue darts out to wet her bottom lip as she concentrates on the steps we demonstrate for the rest of the class.

			Oh. Right. There’s the rest of the class here.

			I’m pretty sure my face is flushed for the entire hour. I know my underwear is damp. I also wonder if Marisa is feeling any of this because she doesn’t make eye contact. At all. Once we start dancing, once we’re actually touching and moving together, she finds a spot somewhere around my forehead, and that’s where she looks anytime we’re face-to-face.

			The hour flies by. I do a double take at the clock when Marisa calls time and tells us all what to work on for next week. I’m torn again, this time between grabbing my crap and sprinting for the door, and hanging around after everybody leaves. I know I have to do the latter because Marisa asked me to, but it suddenly feels…dangerous to be alone with her.

			I take my time gathering my things and wait for her to shut down the laptop. I check my phone for messages, and when I finally glance up at her, she’s looking at me, but then looks away really quick. The way you do when you’ve been staring and then get caught, but try to pretend you weren’t staring, even though you know the other person knows you were staring.

			“So,” Marisa says from her spot behind the laptop cart, “my aunt wants us to dance together for the contest in September.”

			I nod. “She mentioned it to me, yeah.”

			“You up for it?”

			Another nod and a half shrug, ’cause yeah, I’m breezy. Nonchalant. Unaffected. “Sure. You?”

			“I mean, it’s my job, so…” She lets the sentence dangle unfinished in the air between us, and I don’t like it. I don’t like that answer, though I’m not sure what I would have preferred instead. She must feel my slight bristling because she quickly adds, “I think it’ll be fun. We”—she clears her throat—“we dance well together.”

			A beat passes while the two of us look at each other from several yards apart, and then the words push themselves from my mouth before I even realize I’m about to speak. “It’s weird, right?”

			“So weird,” she says, clearly relieved that I brought it up first. And then we stand there and sort of chuckle and shift our weight from foot to foot, and it’s only a little awkward and only for a minute or two. Marisa takes a breath—I can hear her inhale—and steps out from behind the laptop cart to walk toward me. “We’ll need to practice. I can help my aunt with choreography. I’ve got some stuff in mind. Is that okay?”

			“Sure.” My body reacts as she gets closer, and it’s so strange. So odd. I can’t recall that ever happening, not even with Penelope, who I was totally in love with—or at least I thought I was. But I never felt my body literally preparing for her the way it seems to be doing for Marisa. More wetness to the south. A softening of my stance. An itch in my hands, like they’re just waiting until she’s close enough to touch.

			Jesus Christ on a cheesecake, what is happening?

			She stops about four feet from me, and that makes me wonder if she’s feeling it, too. If she’s feeling something. She clears her throat again, and is that her tell? Is that what she does when she’s nervous? Because that’s the second time in about five minutes. “I don’t know what your schedule is like,” she says, and while I’m sure she’s trying to be all business, her voice is soft, and again, the eye contact is fleeting. “I mean, we could practice pretty much any night. I’ll just need to make sure Jaden has a sitter, which my mom can help with, most likely.”

			“Okay,” I say. Helpful, Scottie. So helpful.

			“And Aunt Tina will be here to help out when she’s in town because it’ll be hard for me to be objective when I’m also dancing. Like, watching our overall moves and stuff.”

			“Sure.” Clearly, words have left me. I’m only allowed one at a time, I guess.

			“We’ll want to start rehearsing soon. Next week? The week after?”

			I nod. “Yeah. Okay. I’m pretty open.”

			“Great. How about I take a few days to come up with some ideas, listen to some music options, and then I’ll let you know, and we’ll pick a day?” Her shoes are suddenly very interesting, apparently. It’s cute, though.

			“That sounds perfect.” And it does. And also, nerve-racking and worry-inducing and arousing and so many other things that my brain can’t begin to list them. But I smile, and Marisa gives one quick nod, and that’s that. I pack up my stuff and head out to my car where only it and Marisa’s SUV are left. Again.

			I don’t wait, though, this time. I can’t. My heart can’t take it. I’ve had enough awkward weirdness for one night. I start my car—which takes three tries, goddamn it—and head home.

			“Hi, sweetie,” Grandma says where she’s in the kitchen pouring herself a glass of pinot grigio from the fridge. She grabs a second glass without asking me and pours me some, too. “How was class?”

			“Class was fine, but I’m dancing in a competition between local dance studios in September with Marisa and we start rehearsals soon and it just feels awesome and weird and wonderful and horrifying.” I blurt it out without even saying hello.

			Grandma blinks at me and takes a sip of her wine before she speaks. “Well. I’d ask how you’re feeling about it, but the fact that you’re speaking at a hundred and twenty miles an hour with no pauses for air is all the answer I need.”

			I grab the wine, take a slug, and blow out a breath. “Yeah.” Then I fall into a kitchen chair and take another slug.

			Grandma pulls out the chair opposite me at the small table and sits, and I feel her studying me for a moment. “Sweetie, what exactly is the problem here?”

			I gape at her. Is that a real question? How does she not see the problem?

			“I mean, I know why you feel weird about it, but is there any reason to? You and this Marisa seem to be doing okay. Right? You told her you didn’t know about her during the Pen years, so she’s aware of that. You’ve been dancing with her for—what?—five classes now?” I nod. “And you seem to be enjoying yourself, for the most part. Do you think maybe you’re freaking out for no reason?”

			A snort. “But that would be so unlike me,” I say, my voice heavy with sarcasm, because yeah, it would be exactly like me to freak for no reason.

			Grandma laughs, and just like that, the mood lightens considerably. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I just need to chill the fuck out. After all, I’m about to be in a dance competition with one of the most gorgeous women I’ve ever had the privilege of meeting.

			Perhaps I need to focus on that and let the rest fall away.

			* * *

			School ended this week, and at the same time, summer programs and sports and such started up. My half brother Noah has started playing Little League baseball. He’s only eight, so going to watch isn’t so much catching a game as watching kids learn the game. That is to say, it’s boring as hell. But when Noah calls me himself and asks if I’m coming to his game, how can I say no?

			As with my mom’s new family, I love my dad’s sons. While there are a myriad of issues I have with my parents, none of them are the fault of my half siblings. So I do my best to be a good big sister, and I attend games and plays and concerts, especially if one of them personally asks me to.

			The hardest part when it comes to those things is remembering how very few of them my parents actually attended for me. I played softball and basketball in school, was in several plays, and played the flute in the marching band. I can count on one hand the number of games or performances or parades my parents came to, and if I dwell on the unfairness of it, it will wreck me. It has before. So I do my best not to dwell, just to show up and cheer on my little brothers and sister. Like I said, none of
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