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« CHAPTER »
One

When Hazel zipped into the parking lot of the Living Room Café, the old clunker with its faded indie-rock bumper stickers and duct-taped license plate frame wasn’t there. Which meant, more importantly, the owner of the car wasn’t there. A Christmas miracle. With only two hours to finish and submit the final paper of her first semester of graduate school, the last thing Hazel needed standing—or sitting—in her way was Ash Campbell.

She’d hustled to the café directly from proctoring her advisor’s Intro to Psychology final, her last chore as Dr. Sheffield’s favorite errand girl. Hustled even though she knew that more than likely Ash had already swooped in and taken her study spot. He had an infuriatingly reliable 5:05 arrival time. But she’d hoped anyway. She needed this.

And, damn it, by sheer willpower and a few questionable rolling stops (and apparently some favor from the cosmos because her clock now read 5:07), she’d beat him here. Finally, a small mercy. Hazel marched into the café, head held high, already pulling her laptop from her messenger bag and angling for the back corner.

Except—

She checked out the front window again. No, his car still wasn’t in the lot. And yet, there he sat across the café in her chair, monopolizing the only working outlet in the place. Ash’s eyes, dark as black coffee, lifted to hers just as a chilly December gust blew the door shut and knocked her forward. She dropped her laptop back into her bag.

“You’re here,” she accused.

“Rough day?” He gestured vaguely at her with his coffee mug before grinning into a sip.

Yeah, she was wearing an ugly plaid shirt from the back of her closet because she hadn’t done laundry in two weeks, her hair was falling from the hasty bun she’d jammed a pencil through when her hair tie broke, and she was practically vibrating from the three coffees she’d already downed this afternoon. So what?

“You missed a button,” he said.

She refused to give him the satisfaction of checking her shirt. “I have to finish a paper.”

Ash leaned back into the velvety green wingback chair, one ankle propped over the other leg in indulgent leisure. It was a comfortable chair, big enough to sit cross-legged while she worked. But fancy, too. A seat of power, as though every word Hazel wrote while sitting in it deserved to be leather-bound and embossed. If ever she needed that power, she needed it right now.

He looked pointedly at all the unoccupied seats between them, but she didn’t follow his gaze. None of the other tables had outlets. None of the other chairs had the green one’s magic. They’d had this argument a hundred times. With a huff, she crossed the threshold to the front counter.

“Isn’t the semester over?” Ash asked across the café.

“Not for two more hours.”

He tsked. “Cutting it pretty close.”

“Shut up.”

He laughed as she yanked out a stool.

“I put your Swiss Miss abomination on the menu.” He nodded at the sign above the counter. In his aggressive, spiky handwriting, the newest addition read, Baby’s First Coffee.

One time she’d mixed a hot chocolate packet into her coffee.

“It’s basically a mocha,” she snapped.

“The tiny marshmallows really elevate things, too.”

“I don’t have time for this.”

The kitchen door swung open, and Cami emerged, her natural curls swept back with her usual sunshine-yellow head wrap. She gave Hazel a bright, “Hey, hon,” over a shallow crate of mugs before she began restocking the open shelves with them, the tattoos on her sculpted brown arms flexing.

At the Living Room, the default was a for here cup. Mostly thrift-store finds, the mugs were mismatched in size and style. All the tables and chairs were, too, salvaged and given their second (or third or fourth) home. With all its eclectic art, warm lamps, plants, and cozy nooks, it was homey. Not like any home Hazel had ever lived in, but still. It would have been a perfect student coffeehouse, except it was too far from campus to cross most undergrads’ radar. Plus, the one espresso machine was in constant disrepair, limiting the menu to drip coffee, teas, sandwiches, chips, and, if you came early enough, the muffin of the day. Several other places offered triple-shot lattes and a dozen types of baked goods until two a.m., like the surrounding bars.

She’d found the café back around midterms on the heels of a breakdown in her tiny apartment, the first cracks beginning to show from the unrelenting demands of her psychology PhD program. When she’d walked into the Living Room, its ambience had soothed her low-grade panic with the comforting smells of coffee, soil, and the old paperbacks crammed into shelves. The smooth, tactile velvet of that big chair. Cami had selected a mug for her that said I Like Big Books and I Cannot Lie and remarked, “I’ve been needing someone for this one.” It buoyed her. Hazel had worked here, from that green chair, ever since.

Or tried to.

“Coffee?” Cami asked, pulling Hazel’s hard glare from the current occupant of the chair. Wordlessly, Cami connected the dots. “Yeah, sorry, hon. He got here ten minutes ago. Give me your cord.”

Ten minutes? She hadn’t stood a chance.

Hazel tossed the end of her laptop cord over the counter for Cami to plug in on her side. Her computer was so old, the battery wouldn’t last fifteen minutes without a power source, which was why, unlike some people, she didn’t have a million other seats to choose from.

“He lives upstairs. Why can’t he work up there?” Never mind that in a couple of hours Ash would also step behind the counter for the late shift.

“I need the noise,” he said, like there wasn’t an entire coffee-house and old Frank with his crossword between them.

She twisted in her seat. “Play music.”

“I need voices. Talking.” He was fully engrossed in his laptop screen. It wasn’t even plugged in. A new spark of anger ignited in her chest.

“Turn on the TV then. Or a podcast.”

“Too distracting.”

“It’s not like anyone’s here right now.”

Ash cast a wounded expression toward Frank, who was either ignoring them or didn’t have his hearing aid turned up. “He’s here. You’re here.”

“Hey, I am not your ambient noise. I’m here to work. Which would be easier for me to do in that chair with that outlet.”

He smirked at his screen. “Keep talking. This is really working for me.”




With a growl, Hazel spun back around on her stool, fixing Cami with a wide-eyed expression that said, See what I have to put up with?

Cami raised an equally loaded eyebrow. “I’m not sure if this is a nerd thing, a white people thing, or a straight thing, but it’s the strangest flirting I’ve ever witnessed.”

“You,” Hazel said, flinging open her laptop, “are dead to me.”

But as soon as Cami turned away to pour her coffee, Hazel gave Ash an involuntary once-over. And fine, she could forgive Cami for hoping there was something more to their bickering. Ash was a passably attractive guy who, under different circumstances, might have held her interest. She didn’t need to look at him to know this. She didn’t need to sample the triple chocolate ice cream in the northside campus dining hall to know she liked it, either, but she did that pretty regularly, too.

Anyway, good looks only went so far. They certainly didn’t offset his total inflexibility on the issue of the chair and, thus, the threat he posed to her academic career. Nor how much pleasure he derived from being the constant wrench thrown into her gears. Nor their history, which was a whole other thing.

Any appeal really boiled down to the fact that he had nice hair and dressed well. Probably an old girlfriend deserved the credit for that because Ash hadn’t always worn understated floral ties and nerdy-chic gray cardigans that stretched across his shoulders. And his hair hadn’t always been so artfully mussed.

Nope, this new look was a big-time glow-up from the moody, apathetic teenager she’d met at Lockett Prairie High School, who’d shaved his head and wore nothing but obscure band T-shirts, jeans, and a faded pair of black high-top Chucks that were held together by duct tape. And a scowl, couldn’t forget that. He had been basically the human embodiment of the old, bumper-stickered-to-hell car he still drove.




Hazel didn’t trust his reinvention. It was too slick, too whimsical. He still had those dark, overly thick eyebrows and the scar cutting through the wing of one of them. The full, pouty mouth— the better to brood with. He still had the distracting habit of drumming his fingers, cracking his knuckles, incessantly clicking pens. He may have fooled everyone else with his new, charming, easygoing persona, his polished appearance, but Hazel still felt the same friction around him. She knew the real Ash under the costume, and she wasn’t interested. Nope. Not at all.

Cami thunked a mug of coffee down on the counter, snapping Hazel back around on the stool. The bold, black brush-stroke lettering on the mug said Wifey.

“Cute.”

She laughed and fetched the little pitcher of creamer. “Honey, this is my café. My hot takes come with the coffee.”

Hazel clicked open her seminar paper. She couldn’t afford to even think of Ash right now. She was down to—shit—an hour and forty-nine minutes.

Pointedly, Hazel hefted the enormous stack of articles and notes out of her bag and dropped them with a loud clap onto the counter. Her dramatics immediately bit her in the ass, however, when an ivory invitation fell from the stack. It slid across the counter and over the edge. Hazel’s stomach fell right along with it. Casting a suspicious side-eye, Cami picked it up.

Hazel didn’t have time for this, either, for its hand-lettered calligraphy or monogrammed sticker. When she’d opened it in her apartment building’s mail room a month ago, Hazel had been distracted, hadn’t braced herself at all. And then there it was, an honest-to-God, formal invitation. She’d shoved it into her bag and, not as successfully, out of her mind.

“Whose wedding?” Cami asked, a note of pity confirming whatever dour thing Hazel’s face was doing.




“My dad’s.”

Cami leaned in. “Are y’all not close or something?”

“No,” she said too quickly. She tried to soften it, adding, “No, nothing like that,” because Cami was already mustering protective cool aunt energy on her behalf, imagining some parental hurt Hazel truly hadn’t suffered. Her parents were fine. But the wedding was a tomorrow problem, not a today problem. She plucked the envelope from Cami’s hand and tucked it back into her bag.

Then came Ash’s perfectly ill-timed, chiding voice across the café. “Thought you had to finish a paper.”

“Shut up. You don’t exist.”

She was already scanning through her notes, mentally sweeping everything else off the counter to focus only on what mattered, so she heard his echo of her words—“Ah, right. I don’t exist”—but didn’t fully register until a minute later that it had been oddly mirthless, almost . . .

Nope, no more distractions. She was at the finish line. After this, everything she’d put off could come for her, but not before she shut the door on this long, grueling semester.



A HALF HOUR LATER, TINNY RINGING PULLED HAZEL FROM HER ESSAY, followed by a voice. “This is Ash.”

She un-Quasimodoed herself, straightening her spine and rolling her neck. Her eyes were slow to refocus past the short distance of her screen. Her coffee had gone cold, but Cami was by the door, flirting with a UPS delivery woman, so she reached over the counter to refill her mug herself.

“Ah, shit. Really? Five hundred?” Ash rose from the green chair, squeezing the back of his neck. He met Hazel’s gaze then turned away and drummed his fingers on the table. “Four days? I was supposed to go home tomorrow.” Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap. “No, I get it. Just crappy timing. Go ahead and do the repairs.”

Hazel supposed this explained why his car wasn’t out front.

He ended his call and hastily packed up his belongings. The evening crowd had filled in around them while Hazel was lost in her paper, and he had to weave his way to the front. As he stalked past her to the door, he grunted, “All yours,” as if she’d orchestrated his personal crisis just to lure him out of the chair. Through the big front windows, she tracked his path to the door that led up to his loft.

Hazel surveyed her sprawl—laptop, a stack of articles, high-lighters, pens, paper clips, two separate legal pads of notes, a worn APA manual, coffee. She’d practically moved in here, and she was so close to being done. Maybe she’d just finish her paper and then relocate to the chair.

While she debated this, the UPS woman left, and Cami sidled casually back behind the counter, some thought brewing behind her narrowed eyes.

“What?” Hazel asked, wary.

Cami’s gaze darted pointedly to Hazel’s bag, and she knew instantly what she was referencing: the invitation. “Lockett Prairie,” Cami mused. “Small world.”

Unease pricked Hazel’s skin. She sensed where Cami was going with this. Best to get ahead of it. “I’m not leaving for a few more days.”

Guilt flared. She’d put her father off for weeks about her travel plans.

She switched tacks. “If you’re thinking I should give Ash Campbell a ride across Texas, you haven’t been paying attention. We’d kill each other before we reached the hill country.”

Cami’s look suggested killing each other wasn’t the only way it might go, but she raised her palms. “Okay.”

They didn’t even know if he needed a ride.

Plus, it was an eight-hour drive. He’d probably eat corn nuts or beef jerky or something that would make her gag the whole way.

“We have a bad history specifically with being in cars together,” she said.

Cami, who was already turning to welcome a customer, laughed. “I said okay.”

But Hazel’s mind supplied one final defense, just in case: That party freshman year. The first and last time they’d acknowledged each other in undergrad. She knew he’d let the last four years harden around that night, preserving it like amber, just like she had, because when she’d found her new favorite study spot two months ago and returned the next day to discover Ash already seated in the wingback, claiming it was his regular spot, he’d set his jaw and said entirely too smugly, “There are, like, twenty thousand other places to study.” Throwing back her own words from that night.

Hazel’s laptop screen dimmed, reminding her of her paper. Even when he wasn’t here, Ash was still a distraction. She rubbed her tired eyes, retraced her mental steps, and got back to work.



HAZEL WAS UPLOADING HER ESSAY TO THE ONLINE SUBMISSION PORtal when Ash returned at five minutes to seven. He’d changed into black jeans and a gray Henley for his evening shift behind the counter—his barista uniform, though there wasn’t officially an employee uniform. He refilled her mug, complete with her usual shot of creamer and two sugars, without asking and said, “So, I was right.”

“Shush. I’m almost done.” She hesitated over the submit button, though there was little she could do at this point to improve her paper. Clicking it, she let out a long sigh, and brought her mug to her lips.

He was waiting.

She humored him. “You were right about what?”

He nodded behind her at the chair. “You only want it when you can’t have it.”

“I was just already settled in over here.”

“Sure,” he said before rounding the counter with a turkey and Swiss sandwich and a carafe of decaf. And then he morphed into the kind, gentle café barista he was with everyone else, squeezing Frank’s shoulder. The old man blinked up at him, coming out of his crossword daze, and took his dinner with a grateful smile.

Frank tucked his napkin into his collar so it hung like a bib and bowed his head in private prayer. He looked like a father at the head of the empty table. Though he rarely seemed approachable, engrossed in his word puzzles, he came here to do them. He chose that big farm table for a reason. She’d never wondered about it before, but now, her heart squeezed for him. Did he have no family or friends? Didn’t he ever want a hot meal, especially on a chilly night like this?

More often than not, Hazel also ate a sandwich for lunch or dinner, but that was merely a convenience because she was already here studying. It wasn’t really eating alone when eating wasn’t the main thing you were doing.

“You want one, too?” Ash returned, distractedly thumbing his phone.

“No,” she said. Swear to God, if her stomach growled . . . “Got a date tonight or something?”

“What?”

“Do you have a date later?” He enunciated every word slowly, eyes still glued to his phone. “You usually eat around now.”

This was the weirdest part of their dynamic. When he was on the clock, it was like the whole chair feud and that party freshman year and their tense orbiting of each other the last semester of high school didn’t exist. He served her attentively, knew her usual orders like he did everyone else’s. Sometimes, he even stripped back a few layers of snark and attempted to make normal conversation. If she was feeling particularly starved for human interaction, she let it play out.

Though maybe this wasn’t one of those times. He didn’t look up from his phone.

Hazel chewed her lip and contemplated heading back to her apartment. After her scramble to finish her paper, a restless, buzzy exhaustion had set in. Just last year, she’d have thrown on a short dress and boots and gone to sweat it out at the Fox with her roommate and all the other students drinking and grinding away their stress. But she’d already learned her lesson about going to undergrad bars.

Anyway, dancing wasn’t in the cards. Stress had cinched her shoulders up to her ears, and her back and butt protested all the sitting she’d done in the last week to knock out her final projects. She arched to stretch out some of the tension and mused, through a pitiful groan, every vertebra popping, “I think Frank needs a pet.”

Ash’s gaze lifted to hers then dipped. He stopped scrolling.

Her cheeks heated. Casually tugging her shirt hem back down, she pushed on. “I’m serious. A cat maybe. Or an older dog.”

“Because . . .”

“He’s obviously lonely. Why else would he come here every day? For your company?”

He flashed her a quick, winning smile and dropped it just as quickly. “Why do you come here every day?”

“This is the only place I can get any work done.”

“I’ve been here for three years. You had other places before now.”

“That was in undergrad.”

He waited for her to explain, but when she tried to put into words how working with Dr. Sheffield had overtaken her life, she felt pathetic.

His phone dinged. He muttered, tapped out a message, sighed, and stuck it back in his pocket. Then, placing both forearms on the counter, he leaned in, giving her his full attention.

And Ash’s full attention was . . . a lot. Somewhere between studious and serial killer-y. She couldn’t look right at him, opting instead to wonder at the marvel of his hair, which she suspected would hold a curl if she twirled it around her finger. She could smell his fresh, citrusy laundry detergent under all the plants and coffee beans.

“Can’t work at home?” he asked.

“You’re one to talk.”

“I’ve already said I don’t like the quiet. What’s your excuse?”

Between her wannabe rockstar neighbor and the train that rattled her windows several times a day, her apartment could serve as an enhanced interrogation site for all the noise she had to put up with. It was all she could afford on her graduate stipend now that her old roommate, Sylvia, had moved to Houston. Ash would probably understand the constraints of thrifty living, considering his own place, his old car, but he at least looked put together. He projected a self-possessed ease that was foreign to her, seemed to genuinely enjoy his job here at the café. And if the floor plans she sometimes glimpsed on his laptop were any indication, despite his slacker ways in high school, he’d apparently managed to stick with architecture, which was a challenging five-year program. Whereas for Hazel, school, once straightforward and simple, felt more like a fun house maze lately. In her rawest moments, she questioned whether she was cut out for a PhD at all.

Not that she would admit any of that to Ash. She decided to treat his question—why did she come here every day—like it was just another of the small, inconsequential ways they needled each other and dismissed it with an eye roll. Her indifference was helped by his phone dinging yet again. He frowned at the screen.

“More bad news?” she asked.

“Eavesdrop much?”

“You took a call in a public place.”

He slid his phone onto the counter in front of her. It was open to a popular forum for alumni and current students. He’d asked for a ride to or near Lockett Prairie for the holidays. The responses ranged from Where? to the observation that he should have asked before most students left town. The comment he pointed at said, Who the hell wants to go to Lockett Prairie for anything?

Hazel could relate to that one.

“I posted on Craigslist, too.”

She snorted. “Hoping to get murdered for Christmas?”

He gave her a tight smile and pulled his phone back. “Don’t really have any other options.”

If Cami were still here, she’d be telepathically nudging Hazel from the kitchen.

“You could rent a car. Or take a bus?”

“Nah, I’m strapped. I still have to buy most of my Christmas gifts, and with my dad—” He stopped himself, cleared his throat. “Not your problem. I’ll figure something out.” He didn’t meet her eyes when he said this. Then he disappeared without another word into the kitchen.

Not her problem. He’d said it himself.

But watching Ash experience frustration didn’t bring her the pleasure she might have thought. He’d looked so downcast. Also, there was a compulsive little part of her that desperately wanted to solve problems for people, to make things perfect, to please. Even apparently, confusingly, to please Ash Campbell. And that part was already weighing what it would take to give him a ride.

No matter how she turned it over, it would surely be a shit show for them both. And the timing didn’t work. He’d said on the phone he’d planned to leave tomorrow, whereas Hazel could conceivably delay her departure for six more days, just soon enough to arrive the night before her father’s Christmas Eve wedding. She needed those days to figuratively sage her life and plan for a smoother spring semester.

And anyway, contorting herself to accommodate everyone else this fall had only earned her extra stress. She needed to strengthen her backbone, not bend it again, even if that made her feel selfish.

Besides, this wasn’t her problem.

When Ash returned from the kitchen, he busied himself wiping tables and tidying the café. The late evening crowd filtered in, and other than drumming his fingers over his phone in his pocket, clearly itching to check his leads, he didn’t rush anyone through their usual small talk. She negotiated with the pushy voice inside of her—if he asked about her plans at all, she’d be honest, see if he was desperate enough to angle for a ride.

But he didn’t bring it up again, and finally, despite a gnawing, unresolved feeling, she left.



LATER THAT NIGHT, NETFLIX ASKED IN ITS JUDGY WAY IF SHE WAS STILL watching, alone, in her sad apartment. She’d intended to eat a well-balanced meal, wash her hair after way too many days of dry shampoo, and tackle the mountain of dirty clothes overfilling the hamper, but here she was again with a microwave burrito, rewatching Schitt’s Creek. She didn’t need Netflix’s sass about it.

As she clicked Yes, Hazel received two text messages.

The first was a picture of a massive ice cream sundae. Sylvia’s accompanying message said, Congrats on finishing your first semester, smarty! Dave thinks it’s a stretch for me to eat a sundae for your accomplishment, but I say teamwork makes the dream work! Hope you already had yours.

The second text came so soon after, Hazel didn’t flip her phone over right away, assuming it was some other shot of Sylvia’s boyfriend eating one of his weird, organic yogurts in protest, like all the other times they’d indulged in their post-finals ritual the last few years. But curiosity won out.

And her regret was instant. The text was from her father. If you’re coming tomorrow, you’ll want to leave in the AM. Expecting a big PM storm. Otherwise, best to wait a day.

Tomorrow? Hazel groaned. She’d put off giving him her arrival date because she knew it would seem like she wanted to spend the least possible amount of time there. And yeah, that was true, but she hadn’t wanted to voice it, to endure his long, disappointed silence or, worse, lie about some obligation keeping her at school. But now, because she’d put off that uncomfortable conversation, he had apparently decided for her, expected her to wake up early the very next morning, without one day to decompress after finals, and drive across the state. She’d for sure be using the excuse of that storm to push it back, but still.

She tossed her phone into the blankets with another long groan.

But soon enough, her frustration faded. It was almost a relief to have it decided, to not have to tiptoe her way through the minefield of proposing a last-minute arrival. A relief, too, that her father was so unaware of her reluctance to come. If she was going to spend a week with his new family and watch him get married and experience the whole ordeal of Christmas, the last thing she wanted to add to the mix was unnecessary baggage. It was going to be awkward enough as it was.

Nope, his utter obliviousness meant at least she could smile and get through it, then get back to planning her fresh start next semester, when she would learn to assert herself, to solve her own problems, to say no. After this one last yes.




« CHAPTER »
Two

The Student Center wasn’t entirely vacant. A custodian buffed the wide hallway floor. A lone student played something mournful on the piano. But even at the early hour, it didn’t bode well that Ash could hear the squeak of his shoes on the linoleum all the way to the rideshare board. Everyone had left town already.

The cork map of the state, where people needing rides or offering them pinned their contact information, had probably last been used in earnest at the turn of the century. Ash had often wondered who still thought this a relevant system in a world with social media and a feature in the university’s transportation app for this exact same purpose. But after exhausting all those options himself and coming up with nothing more concrete than a moving truck driver’s sketchy response on Craigslist—Might could swing through to grab ya, if you’re not too pansy assed to get your hands dirty—he’d prayed to find a note on this board anywhere in the vicinity of Midland, the closest major city to home.

He’d even ventured onto a dating app last night—had to update it first, it had been so long—with the aim of pivoting a potential hookup into borrowing someone’s car but realized there was no non-creepy way to word such a message. If this didn’t pan out, his last resort was the bus, like Hazel had suggested, but the eight-hour drive would balloon to thirteen, and he’d have to buy a second ticket for the one oversize, delicate gift he already had, and there were no side-by-side seats available for four days. Then he’d still need a ride for the final twenty miles west to Lockett Prairie … Et fucking cetera.

Only three cities had notes—Dallas, Houston, and El Paso. The two nearest Dallas weren’t folded up in a feeble attempt at privacy like the others. Both were asking for rides, not offering them.

El Paso was at least in the right direction, and he could probably get dropped off early—it was less than an hour straight north from I-10 to Lockett Prairie. He unpinned the pink paper. His heart leapt at the loopy writing: Have car. Need gas money to El Paso. Leaving on 12/18. Text, don’t call.

Today was the eighteenth. Finally, a break. Ash texted immediately. Then he pulled one of the extra thumbtacks from the cork map and pinned the flyer he’d made—yep, he had gone full Luddite at this point—papering over most of West Texas. He tacked another to the community bulletin board nearby. The flyer wasn’t clever or particularly eye-catching, but the board had been recently cleared, so it couldn’t be missed, assuming anyone actually walked by. In all caps, he’d written, NEED A RIDE TO LOCKETT PRAIRIE ASAP. WILL PAY $$$$$. The excessive dollar signs were an uncomfortable promise, but he’d figure that out later.

His phone rang—not a response to his text, but an incoming video call from his oldest sister. He debated not answering. But Maggie never called without texting first. And she’d planned to fly home with her family yesterday, which meant a call from her could be about their dad. Ice trickled down his spine. His thoughts went straight to the worst possible scenarios, which had been on mental speed dial since Thanksgiving.

Yet again, he kicked himself for not going home in November when his car was still running. He’d worked through Thanksgiving at his various jobs to negotiate time off at Christmas. But if he’d gone home, he would have been there for his father’s accident, could have helped, could have verified his mother’s cheery reports that it was just a freak fall and not a relapse of his MS, rather than what Ash did do—pace, google, and bite his fingernails down to the bloody quicks. If he couldn’t get to Lockett Prairie now because of his shit car, that trade-off would have been for nothing.

Ash accepted Maggie’s call, bracing himself for the surroundings of a hospital room on her end. He couldn’t make out the shifting shapes on the screen, nor the muffled scraping sound like something was sliding across her mouthpiece.

“Maggie?”

The shapes gave way to a ceiling fan. Footfalls retreated, then a little voice called, “Mama, Mama, Mama.”

His niece. And he recognized that fan. It was the one in his parents’ living room. “Maggie?” He winced as his voice echoed in the empty Student Center hallway.

Soon, his sister’s face peered at him upside down, confusion and impatience pinching her eyebrows together. She picked her phone up and her face righted, but the terse expression remained. “Why are you FaceTiming me?”

“You called me. Or Cosette did, I guess.”

Her expression softened. “She was playing with my phone. Where are you?”

He turned his shoulders to block the closed campus bookstore behind him. Even though Cosette had called by accident, he couldn’t quite shake the worry that Maggie’s name on his screen had triggered. “Everything okay there? How’s Dad?”

She frowned at his evasion. “Dad? He’s—” A smaller voice cried out from somewhere on her end, and Maggie twisted from the phone to ask someone to grab Isabel, her younger daughter, before she climbed out of her high chair. “I’m sorry, what? Are you coming in time for dinner? Cosette has been asking nonstop when Uncle Ash is going to be here.”

He smiled at her emphatic pronunciation of his name. Last summer, at his niece’s fourth birthday party, Cosette had been patently unable to form the sh sound and kept calling him Uncle Ass. To both Maggie’s and Ash’s annoyance, their three younger sisters hadn’t helped matters by laughing hysterically and then coaching her to repeat the mispronunciation. By the end of the party, even Ash’s own mother had begun to slip up.

Damn it. This sucked. He didn’t want to disappoint them, didn’t want to tell them that, barring a miracle, he wouldn’t be coming home today at all. “Dad, though?” he pressed, unable to stop himself.

“Didn’t Mom tell you his last appointment was good?”

“Mom doesn’t want anyone to worry. But since you’re there, in person …”

“I mean, he’s currently giving my toddler handfuls of chocolate chips with her breakfast,” she said, projecting her scolding voice.

“Maggie, be honest. Is he—”

“It’s chaos here.” She was on the move now, looking off camera. “Just get here soon, okay? I could use the extra hands. Nick’s work trip got extended.”

“Nick’s not with you?” Her husband was a climate journalist who traveled frequently.

“And June didn’t get her ticket until the last minute—surprise, surprise—so she’s on a red-eye in two days.”

That his middle sister had put off something so important was indeed no surprise, but it tightened his jaw another notch. He should have reminded June weeks ago, even offered to help her if money was tight, which he assumed it was. But he’d already dipped into his savings to help the twins last month, and although his savings existed for just this purpose—taking up slack—he had hoped not to dip in again so soon. Especially since other, bigger expenses were on the horizon, no matter what his mother claimed. His stupid car helped absolutely nothing.

Maggie scolded Cosette not to pull on the Christmas tree, not to touch the heater, to stop playing with Grandpa’s walker. Then, as Maggie stooped to physically remove her, Ash caught a glimpse—his first—of the walker. He swallowed thickly.

“Dinner then?” she repeated, turning back to the camera.

“Yes,” he said, with more certainty than he felt. “I’ll be there.”



ASH WAS SECURING ANOTHER OF HIS FLYERS TO THE MAGNETIC BOARD just inside the café entrance when Hazel jogged in, a chunky red scarf wrapped excessively around her throat and up over her nose for the five-second trek from her car. She breezed past him then doubled back, peeking over his shoulder to read the flyer. He could feel her at his back and straightened involuntarily at the near contact, wanting, absurdly, to lean back into the warmth of her, to have her hook that defiant chin of hers into the dip of his shoulder.

“Asher, no,” she said, her voice muffled by the scarf.

Ah, the name thing again. It had been a couple weeks since she’d pulled that one out. He knew she knew his name, that this was just payback for never giving her the chair, but as juvenile a tactic as it was, it worked. Her pretending not to know his name made him unconsciously flex, as if by making himself physically bigger, she’d have to see him. He hated to but gave her exactly the reaction she was looking for, correcting, “Ash.”

Unwrapping her scarf, she marched off to claim the green chair with her bag, then came back to the board. “You’re going to end up with some wacko serial killer. Like … the Merry Murderer. Or the Jingle Bell Butcher.” Her eyes danced. “Wait, no. The One-Horse Open Slayer. Get it? Sleigh-er?”

He swallowed the laugh building in his throat, not so much at what she’d said as how she’d said it, with such open delight. This unstressed, post-finals Hazel had an entirely different energy from the past several weeks—more like how she’d been in high school. Her playfulness sparked a little flame in his chest, a small flickering thing.

“You think we get a lot of murderers in here?” He dropped his voice, nodding to the knitters by the back window. “Sweet old Edna?”

“You never really know people as well as you think.”

“I think I could take her.” He gestured at his comparatively bigger frame.

One corner of her mouth twitched. “I don’t know. She’s pretty spry. She could get a knitting needle to the jugular.”

“You’ve given this some thought before now, haven’t you?”

“Anything to get you out of my chair.”

There was a long silence when Ash could have asked the obvious question. It wouldn’t be that weird to bring up her plans for the break. He made similar small talk with the other regulars. But she’d already watched him scramble for a ride last night and said nothing. As far as he knew, she never went back to Lockett Prairie. He’d never seen her on breaks, and her old friends, whom he occasionally ran into there, never knew more than he could glean from her Instagram himself.

Plus, she’d made it pretty clear their first week of college that coming from the same hometown didn’t make them friends. He could have pointed out that, with as many times as he’d driven her and Justin around so that his ex–best friend wouldn’t drink and drive, as far as rides were concerned, some might argue she owed him. But that was only an argument if she were already headed home.

When their mutual silence turned awkward, Hazel tucked her hair behind her ear and said, “So, no luck on all your posts?” just as he said, “Semester’s over. Shouldn’t you be—”

She motioned for him to go ahead.

“Shouldn’t you be sleeping off a hangover or something?”

“That’s how undergrads celebrate. In grad school, you just eat a cheeseburger in the bathtub and watch a movie on your precariously balanced laptop, hoping it doesn’t fall in and kill you.”

He huffed a laugh.

She looked half surprised, like she hadn’t expected him to reward her with his amusement, mild as it was. Holding his gaze, she walked backward to the old green chair and settled into its high back, twirling one of her dark curls around her finger. “As it happens,” she said airily, “I am here for pleasure.”

His brain went straight to unauthorized places. Hazel, in that chair, wearing that ridiculously long scarf—only the scarf— “What?”

She waved a paperback at him. “Yesterday was work. Today, pleasure. Plus, I knew you were working this morning and couldn’t take my chair.”

“You do know it’s creepy that you’ve memorized my schedule.”

“You say creepy. I say resourceful.”

“Maybe the real wacko serial killer around here is you. The Scarlet Scarf Strangler.”

She gave her scarf mock-serious consideration, and the basest parts of his brain jumped right back in.

“Coffee?” He bolted for the counter, needing the distraction of pouring her a cup.

“I want the mug with all the cats licking their butts,” she called.

And thank God for that competing image.



BY NOON, ASH HAD TWO LEADS, THE SKETCHY MOVING TRUCK DRIVER from Craigslist who was coming through town on his way to Big Spring and a student headed to El Paso from the rideshare board, who’d texted to say she’d like to meet him first and came straight over.

When he offered his hand in greeting, she pushed back from the counter. “Wait, you’re a guy? I thought Ash was short for, like, Ashley.” Only then did he realize that in his few text messages he hadn’t made his gender explicitly clear. He didn’t blame her for rescinding the offer. If one of his sisters were in her position, he assumed they’d do the same.

But it left him with the mover, Buddy. Ash called to give him directions to the café and nail down a departure time. He could practically smell the smoke in the man’s gravelly voice, which was periodically cut off by a hacking, wet cough. Ash pulled the phone away from his ear.

“I don’t stop,” Buddy ground out, “so if you’re gonna need to eat or piss, you’d better bring your own supplies.”

Ash’s gaze darted unintentionally to Hazel. She was watching over the top of her paperback, shamelessly eavesdropping, her nose scrunched up in distaste. He turned away.

“And just so we’re clear, the ride ain’t free. You gotta help unload in Big Spring. That’s part of the deal.”

Ash rubbed his forehead. At this rate, he wouldn’t reach Lockett Prairie before his family went to bed. Still, it was a way home, and he wouldn’t have to touch his savings. He started to ask if Buddy would at least drive him the rest of the way, or even just to Midland, after they unloaded the truck, but a hand snatched his phone away.

“Sorry,” Hazel said. “His plans have changed. Have a nice day, Buddy.”

“What are you doing?”

She was shaking her head at him with a look of—what? irritation? disgust?—while tucking his phone protectively against her chest. Which drew his eyes to the snug fit of her fuzzy gray sweater. Christ, this recent sweater weather was going to be his undoing. He forced his eyes back up quickly, but her knowing squint said she’d caught him. Well, fine. If she didn’t want him to check her out, she shouldn’t hold his personal property hostage.

Her chin tipped up defiantly. “I can’t watch you do this.”

“Make a phone call?”

“Take a water bottle into some stranger’s truck so you have something to drink and then pee into.”

She had a point. But, damn it, that had been his last option. “Thanks for the concern”—frustration made his jaw and hands clench, screaming the opposite of gratitude—“but unless you’re gonna drive me home, which we both know you’re not, I need to call this guy back.”

“You’re pretty certain, considering you haven’t even asked me.” Hope lifted in his chest, but he tamped it down, already too frayed to risk the letdown if he was wrong. Hazel never went home. He didn’t think she was that petty, but he couldn’t discount that she was simply fucking with him. All those times he’d refused her the chair …

“Are you going home?” he asked carefully.

“It just so happens—” She crossed her arms and heaved a sigh, and he wondered what on earth she had to be so annoyed about when he was the one who would have to beg Buddy for a ride if she wasn’t offering. Hazel started again, raising an eyebrow at his impatience. “It just so happens, I have been summoned to Lockett Prairie.”

Still not an offer. She was impossible. But he didn’t have it in him to play their game, act like he didn’t care. “What are you saying? You’ll drive me?”

She groaned, apparently agonized to have to say it. “I could be persuaded.”

That balloon of relief floated up in him, untethered. Despite her absolute refusal to just say an explicit yes, he wanted to wrap her up in his arms and twirl her. Instead, he said mildly, “So, all of this”—he circled his finger to indicate the extraordinary measures she’d witnessed him taking since yesterday evening—“was just too entertaining for you to put me out of my misery?”

“Oh, there’s going to be misery.” She trudged back to the green chair and flounced into it. “I wasn’t planning to leave for a few more days, and I thought you’d figure something out before then. If you’d asked, I would have told you that.”

He dropped into the wobbly, wooden chair across from her. “I’ll cover gas.”

“I don’t want your money …” She trailed off. “But I do have conditions.”

“Fine. What are your conditions?”

She ran a chipped, mint-colored nail down the length of the chair arm. “For starters, I want this chair. For a month. Anytime I walk in, you have to give it up, no questions asked.”

“Yeah, fine.”

She frowned. “A whole month.”

“I heard you.”

“You’re not even going to negotiate?”

“You know I’m desperate. What leverage do I have?”

“Why are you so desperate?”

A heavy weight pressed down on Ash’s chest. He fought for a nonchalant shrug. “It’s Christmas.”

“You must really like your family.”

That liking one’s family appeared to be an unfamiliar concept to Hazel piqued his curiosity. Even under normal circumstances, he couldn’t imagine a Christmas without his parents, all his sisters, his nieces. But this year, his need to get home went beyond just missing them. It was a melon baller, slowly and methodically scooping out his insides. He needed to be there, to see for himself just how bad things had gotten.

“I won’t contest your terms,” he said, “if we leave today.”

She shook her head. “Tomorrow.”

“Please?”

“NOAA is predicting a big storm for half the state tonight. We’d be better off waiting until morning.”

“Who’s Noah?” he joked. When she opened her mouth to explain like he was a complete idiot, he cut her off. “Or, if we leave soon, we can beat it.”

Hazel pulled out her phone and opened a radar image that he couldn’t immediately interpret, already squaring her shoulders for a fight.

“Please, Hazel.” He tried not to sound too pushy, to keep the desperate edge from his voice, but it came out low and serious. He reached for something true, an explanation that might garner some understanding. “I promised my niece I’d be there tonight. She’s four. I really don’t want to disappoint her.”

The front door of the café opened then, and Elise came in for the midday shift, signaling the end of his own. He could leave any time. He tugged off the rag he’d slung over his shoulder and raised his eyebrows at Hazel.

“If I say yes, I pick the music,” she countered. “And I get the chair for the whole semester. You’re right, you have no leverage.”

She bit her lip, but he didn’t protest.

“Okay,” she said.

“We leave today?” he confirmed, hopping up.

She heaved herself out of the chair. “I swear to God, if this makes you so insufferable to me that we can no longer coexist—”

He laughed at her melodrama, already running through what he still needed to pack.

Her hand snagged his elbow, utterly serious. “If anything changes between us, I get it all. The whole building.”

“You want me to … give you the café?”

“The whole building,” she repeated.

“Uh …” The fierce spark in her eyes gave him pause. He worked here. And lived here. He needed some clarification.

“And stop doing that.” She pointedly glared at his hands. He was popping his knuckles.

“Fine. Whatever. Yes. How soon can we go?”

Hazel said she still had to finish packing and gas up but could be back in an hour. Before she left, though, she added, “I’m serious. Nothing can change, Asher.”

This time, he didn’t correct her. Before she could throw in another condition or change her mind altogether, he gave her a quick salute, said, “Wouldn’t dream of it,” and headed for his loft.




« CHAPTER »
Three

For all his insistence they hit the road immediately, Ash wasn’t anywhere to be found when Hazel returned to the café. Maybe he expected her to come up to his place? Annoyance flared. She didn’t even have his number, or she’d have texted him to come down. Grumbling that they hadn’t agreed on this white-glove, front door concierge service, she marched up the stairs to his door, through which loud, bassy music thrummed. When she knocked, it swung open from the force of her fist. God, why couldn’t he just be ready? Why did she have to debate whether to let herself in like some nosy creeper or stand awkwardly in the hall until he graced her with his presence?

She pressed her cheek to the doorjamb, peeking into his apartment. His place was small. The music was coming from a wireless speaker on the coffee table. He had a futon, a standing lamp, a tiny TV. A kitchenette occupied the far left corner of the room, and a bed took up the back right. A standing rack partially divided the sleeping area from the living area, all his dress shirts and slacks, as well as his collection of whimsical ties, hanging perfectly spaced. Over the music, she could hear water running behind the only door in the place. The bathroom, she guessed.

“I hope you’re decent because I’m coming in,” she announced, waiting a few seconds before she crossed the threshold.

All around the room, wooden models of buildings cluttered what little space was left. She crouched for a closer look at the one on the coffee table. Its front open like a dollhouse, the long, ranch-style home had wooden shingles on the roof and a pebblefronted fireplace inside. In a pink-and-purple room with a bed and a toothpick crib, tiny childlike art hung on the walls. A cotton-ball beanbag chair sat in the corner. Every room was furnished, down to rugs made of patterned fabric and stampsized framed portraits.

The next model, between Ash’s futon and a bookcase, jolted her with recognition. Its lower level was full of fake plants and café tables, a newspaper-strewn farm table, her green wingback chair. Ash had re-created his own apartment in the loft with mind-boggling detail. He’d painted everything nearly the same colors of their real-life counterparts, stacked tiny books on the coffee table, hung a gray dish towel over the top of a kitchen cabinet, just as one hung there now in reality.

Hazel was squinting at the picture on the mini bedside table when the door opened right behind her. A yelp—“Jesus fuck!”— pierced through the music. She ducked and covered, emitting her own strangled sound of surprise, then twisted around to find Ash clutching a toiletries bag to his chest and gripping the knob of the bathroom door.

Hazel slapped her hand over her mouth to stop a laugh. It came out as a giggle and then a
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« Discussion Guide »


	Take Me Home is set in author Melanie Sweeney’s home state of Texas. What expectations of Hazel and Ash’s romance did the location set up for you?

	Since leaving home for college, Hazel has avoided returning to her hometown. What feelings and memories do you have about your hometown and how have they evolved over the years?

	Both Hazel and Ash find comfort in the big green chair of their beloved coffee shop. Do you have a favorite study or work spot? What makes it special?

	Discuss Hazel and Ash’s first interaction in college. Do you think Hazel is justified in reacting the way she did? How would you have responded?

	Take Me Home opens with an unexpected road trip back to Hazel and Ash’s hometown. Thematically, what does the road trip represent? Narratively, how does the road trip bring the frenemies closer together?

	Hazel is studying for a master’s in psychology. How do you think this area of interest and growing expertise informs her reactions to her own conflicts? To what extent are we able to compartmentalize our intellectual interests with our emotional experiences?

	Hazel has a knack for hiding her true feelings, whether from Ash, her father, Franny, or Sylvia. What do you think finally makes Hazel start to open up to the people in her life? In what ways does she do that differently with each of them?

	Take Me Home is by turns heartwarming, sexy, and funny. At which point in Hazel and Ash’s relationship were you rooting for them to “just get together already,” or did you feel they rushed things romantically?

	Throughout the novel, we are given a glimpse into who Hazel and Ash were during their high school years. Think about yourself in high school: How have you changed? How have you remained the same? Do you think if you met your current partner in high school, you’d have paired up?

	As with any romance, Hazel and Ash have a few arguments. In these moments, who did you sympathize with more and why? Did you think one of them was more justified in their reactions than the other?

	Throughout the novel, Ash worries about his family and how his family’s challenges might impact his relationship with Hazel, but instead, they both gain insights into their familial conflicts through their developing romance. Which of those insights feels most significant?

	Take Me Home is an ode to the people and places we call home. Discuss the various places in the novel and how they play the role of “home” to each of the characters.

	Hazel prefers a clean break rather than working to fix relationships. Are there times in real life when a clean break might be the best or healthiest option?

	Ash is the only male child in his family with four sisters. How might this dynamic have shaped his character? In what ways does his prominent role as a caretaker both uphold and work against traditional gender norms?

	Having finished the book, where do you see Hazel and Asher now, and do you think they have what it takes to go the distance?
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