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Praise for Well Matched

“A great comfort read. Warm, sweet, and hopeful, Well Matched is about daring to come out of your shell and building the life you always wanted.”

—Helen Hoang, New York Times bestselling author of The Heart Principle

“This series is one of my ultimate comfort reads. I knew I’d adore April and Mitch together, but I didn’t realize how deeply obsessed with them I’d be. Well Matched is for anyone whose life hasn’t gone according to plan, and about all the joys that come with veering off course. Warm and witty, sweet and sexy—this tender hug of a book is Jen DeLuca at her best.”

—Rachel Lynn Solomon, national bestselling author of Weather Girl

“Jen DeLuca writes with exceptional warmth. Well Matched is cozy, sweet, and brimming with charm. It’s such a joy to go back to the Faire with Mitch and April!”

—Rosie Danan, national bestselling author of The Intimacy Experiment

“Well Matched is completely charming and delightfully touching. DeLuca delivers a love story that leaves you feeling as warm and fuzzy as you are hot and bothered. April’s vulnerability and humor are endearing and Mitch is book boyfriend goals in a kilt—I couldn’t put it down.”

—Denise Williams, author of Do You Take This Man

“With well-drawn characters and laugh-out-loud scenes, Well Matched is a perfect opposites-attract romance.”

—Shelf Awareness

“This sexy, witty, fast-paced romantic comedy has surprising emotional depth.”

—Library Journal

“DeLuca’s enchanting tale of unsought love developing over home improvement tasks and making family members happy, cheerfully set against the charming backdrop of a Renaissance fair, is a joy to read.”

—Booklist

Praise for Well Played

“Stacey finds her greatest joy at the Faire, looking forward to its return each year. In DeLuca’s hands, we’d have to agree—there’s endless tales and excitement to be found in this world, still one of the freshest, most engaging concepts in romance a year after she introduced us to it. A hearty huzzah for Well Played.”

—Entertainment Weekly

Praise for Well Met

“What a delight! This is enemies to lovers at its absolute finest, folks. DeLuca proves to be a master of creating characters you believe in and a storyline to keep you totally engrossed. Well Met is a hilarious, swoony, and captivating romance—hands down our new favorite feel-good novel of the year.”

—New York Times bestselling author Christina Lauren

“Well Met will especially appeal to readers who like bookstores, Renaissance faire shenanigans and nerdy English teachers wearing vests. DeLuca will have readers laughing all the way to the turkey leg vendor.”

—Shelf Awareness

“Full of wit, hilarious banter, and swoon-worthy moments.”

—Woman’s World

“Jen DeLuca’s Well Met is a way cute small-town romance.”

—NPR

“Jen DeLuca had me laughing out loud from the opening line. Well Met is fresh, fun, and the story I never knew I needed. I so wish I could grab a corset and live the wench life with Emily!”

—Alexa Martin, author of Fumbled

“The descriptions of him in his pirate gear … are likely to induce a thirst so wide and so deep you could sail a ship across it.”

—Entertainment Weekly

“Filled with originality, humor, charm [and] emotional depth.”

—New York Times bestselling author Samantha Young

“I dare you not to want to travel to your nearest Renaissance Faire after reading the sweet, sexy, and smart Well Met … the kind of book that you want to live inside. Jen DeLuca is poised to become one of the freshest voices writing contemporary romance today.”

—Kate Clayborn, author of Best of Luck

“DeLuca turns in an intelligent, sexy, and charming debut romance sure to resonate with Renaissance Faire enthusiasts and those looking for an upbeat, lighter read.”

—Library Journal
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I dedicate this book to me.

We did it, Jen.
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ONE
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My phone rang for the fourth time that morning before I was through the gates of the Renaissance Faire. What was that one song called? “Ain’t No Rest for the Wicked”? Ain’t no rest for lawyers, either.

All I wanted was a break. A chance to breathe, while I waited in line for my turn to buy a ticket. But that wasn’t in the cards for me, so when my phone buzzed from my back pocket, I pulled it out, tapped the green button, and jammed it against my ear. “Nothing’s changed in the last half hour,” I snapped, my blood already close to the boiling point. “No, the transcript won’t be ready till Monday. Yes, that’s the soonest she can expedite it. No, I can’t give you any more information than what’s in the goddamn nine-page memo I emailed you at four o’clock this morning. Anything else?”

Silence. Wow. I’d finally stumped the Boston attorney who was the lead on this car accident case. But as the silence stretched on, my heart sank. I hadn’t even looked at the caller ID, had I?

“Lulu?” The voice on the other end was elderly, tentative. Fuck.

“Grandma. Hi.” I tried through sheer force of will to sink into the ground, all the way to the center of the earth if I could manage it. I cleared my throat hard, took a cleansing breath, and switched from Louisa Malone, Corporate Attorney, to Lulu Malone, Loving Granddaughter. “How’s it going?” There. Much better. Much less sweary at the octogenarian.

“I’m fine, dear. I was just a little worried about you. It’s been a couple weeks since you’ve called, and—”

“Oh, sh—crap, Grandma. I’m sorry.” I pressed a hand to my forehead. No matter how busy I got, I always called my grandparents at least once a week. They were both in perfect health, but they were also in their eighties, living by themselves in the big old family house where they’d raised their kids. That house had a very long staircase and lots of hallways. Lots of places to fall. Nobody else in the Malone family seemed overly concerned about them, but I was. So I called. Every week, until now. Damn, I definitely needed a break.

“I’m sorry,” I said again, but she was already on to other topics.

“Where are you?”

Such a good question. I was currently sandwiched between a woman in an enormous green-and-gold brocade gown and a man in a The Lord of the Rings–esque cloak with a sword strapped to his hip. So I settled for the easier answer. “North Carolina. Just for the weekend. We have this big product liability case. Someone was in a car crash, and they’re suing the tire company. They sent me down here to take a deposition of one of the witnesses.” It was a total waste of time, but I didn’t tell her that. Besides, if I wanted to make partner, this was what I did. I took the bullshit assignments, and I did my best to be indispensable.

“Doesn’t sound like you’re in an office, though,” Grandma said. “I hear music.” She wasn’t wrong; the sound of bagpipes floated on the breeze, and somewhere from inside the Faire a drum sounded like a distant heartbeat.

“That’s because I’m not.” I seized on the topic change eagerly as I took a few steps forward in line. Almost my turn now, so while I talked I dug in my bag for my wallet. “I’m at a Renaissance Faire. Like the one Mitch does. Remember? We went to see him last summer.”

“Of course I remember. That was so much fun.” Grandma sighed happily, and my heart swelled. I’d gone with Grandma and Grandpa up from their home in rural Virginia to small-town Maryland, where my cousin Mitch participated in a Renaissance Faire every summer. He wore a kilt, spoke with an exaggerated accent, and swung a sword around like an overgrown child having the time of his life. Grandma was a cheerful person to begin with, but the glee on her face while she watched her muscled grandson perform had been next level.

Sure enough … “Are there lots of kilts there?” she asked. “You know how I like those.”

“Please tell me you’re not thinking about your grandson in a kilt, Grandma. That’s just weird.”

She snorted. “Of course not. What’s the matter with you, Louisa?”

“So many things.” I dutifully looked around while her chuckle floated through the phone.

“You should see if those kilt boys are playing.”

Ah. That’s what she was thinking of: a musical group that we’d seen last summer. They had a name, but hell if I could remember it. The only thing I remembered was the way Grandma had waited in her seat for them like an elderly groupie. And the way they’d come right over to talk to her after the show, even doing a little flirting, making her blush right in front of my super-tolerant grandpa.

“I’m not sure if they’re at this Faire, Grandma, but I’ll keep an eye out.” It was my turn at the ticket booth, and I wedged the phone between my ear and my shoulder while I handed over my money, mouthing a thank you. I hated being That Person—the one who wouldn’t get the hell off the phone when it was their turn in line—but I’d fielded enough phone calls from work while in line for coffee that I was a master at it. Besides, no way was I hanging up on my grandmother.

“See that you do.” She was silent for a moment, long enough that I paused before walking through the front gate, stepping aside to let the crowd move on ahead without me. I looked at my phone—had the call dropped?

“Grandma? Everything okay?”

“Oh, I’m fine,” she finally said. “I’m just glad you’re taking a day off. You work too much.”

That brought me up short. The Malones were a success-driven family, at least as far as my parents and their siblings were concerned. There’d always been a sense of competition between them, wanting their kids to be as successful as possible. In my mother’s perfect world, for example, I would have accomplished the following by now: (1) partnership at the firm, (2) marriage, and (3) children. So far I was a failure on all three counts, and therefore a failure in her eyes and needed to work harder at achieving my (i.e., her) goals.

But those four words from Grandma, you work too much, made unexpected tears spring to my eyes. Because she was right. And she was the only one who noticed.

“That’s okay,” I said. The cheer in my voice sounded false as I blinked back those unwelcome tears. “If I want to make partner, this is what I do, right?”

“Hmm.” Grandma sounded doubtful, and she wasn’t wrong. I’d been “a year away from making partner” at Stone, Prince, Rogers & Dunbrowski for, oh, the past five years now. And every year something came up. Another associate—usually a man who joined the firm after I had—vaulted ahead of me into the available slot, getting that corner office and prime parking space, while I got a pat on the head and a “maybe next year.” The glass ceiling in the firm had been broken only once, as far as I could tell: by Imogen Dunbrowski, one of the founding partners. I’d worked on exactly one project for her when I first got to the firm, and she’d never asked for me again, so that’s how well that went. Rumor was she ate law clerks for breakfast. I had yet to break through my own personal glass ceiling, and at this point I wasn’t sure what it would take.

But that wasn’t my concern today. And my grandmother wanted to make sure I remembered that. “Go have some fun,” she said. “Drink some wine, look at some kilts. That’s what I’d do.”

“Don’t I know it.” We hung up, and as I fumbled my phone into the back pocket of my jeans and my wallet back into my bag, I spied the brochure I’d found in my hotel room last night, next to the room service menu. Spend a day in the past! it said in bright, eye-catching yellow. The large photo in the middle depicted two knights on horseback charging toward each other, lances trained on their opponent. The audience was out of focus in the background, but I could still make out their waving hands and wide smiles.

When was the last time I’d smiled like that?

When I came across that brochure last night, I’d remembered the sunshine at the Willow Creek Faire. The music and the laughter. Everything inside of me had ached with memory, so this morning instead of ordering a room service breakfast and opening my laptop, I’d jumped in my rental car and come here.

But now that I’d arrived, it wasn’t what I’d expected. I’d been looking for the coziness of a wooded setting, a feeling of getting lost in the trees. This place was … not that. It was a settlement hidden behind large gates, with buildings that lined wide gravel streets—it made the small Faire in Willow Creek look like a fly-by-night operation. I felt anonymous here: the medieval equivalent of being a nobody in the middle of Times Square.

I’d been handed a map at the entrance, and I checked it now as I walked, doing my best to dodge other people on the path. The late-May morning was warm and I already regretted the jeans I had on, but I hadn’t planned for a day out in the sun when I’d packed for my out-of-town trip. It was either this or the gray pantsuit I’d worn for twelve hours yesterday. At least my silk tank was weather appropriate, and the purple matched my weekend Converse sneakers. Green probably would have looked better against my strawberry-blond hair, but I liked purple better. Sue me.

I let out a little “aha!” as I found what I was looking for on the map. The Dueling Kilts—those were Grandma’s kilt boys. First show at eleven fifteen. I got lost once on the way, so the show had started by the time I got there. They attracted a good-size crowd and most of the benches in the audience were full, so I lingered in the back.

Now that I was here, the full memory of this band came flooding back. There were three of them, playing folk standards and drinking songs—your typical Renaissance Faire playlist—on an acoustic guitar, a fiddle, and a hand drum. I pulled out my phone—ignoring the texts that had piled up during the ten minutes it had been in my pocket—and started snapping photos to send to Grandma later. I still felt guilty about forgetting to call her, and pictures of hot men should do the trick.

“Get any good ones?” While I hadn’t been looking, a costumed woman had sidled up next to me. She was short and round, with long blond hair and a sunny smile. Her off-the-shoulder dress was the color of a blazing sunset, worn under a brown-and-green bodice that turned her body into soft curves everywhere. Over that, her brown skirt was hiked up on the sides, setting off that sunset-colored dress.

Something about her tickled the back of my brain. She looked familiar, but I couldn’t place it. Who would I know around here anyway?

“I don’t know.” I looked at my phone, but the sun glared off the screen and I could barely see the pictures I’d taken. “Just taking some shots for my grandmother. She has a thing for kilts.”

“What is it with grandmothers and kilts?” Her smile widened as she shook her head. “My friend’s grandma is the same way. She came to see us at my old hometown Faire, up in Maryland. This small town called Willow Creek. Anyway, she was—”

“Willow Creek?” I cut her off as my heart skipped a beat and pieces clicked into place. Blond hair, big smile. Hanging out with the musical group I’d just been taking pictures of … Now I knew her. “You don’t mean Mitch’s grandmother, do you?”

Her brown eyes flew wide. “You know Mitch?”

“Yeah. I … uh, I think we may be talking about the same grandmother.”

“Wait. Yes!” Now her eyes lit up with recognition. “I remember you! You’re Mitch’s cousin, right? Um … Lolo?”

“Lulu,” I corrected. Who the hell would name their kid Lolo? “Louisa, actually. Mitch couldn’t say my name right as a kid, so he called me Lulu instead. It kind of stuck.”

She laughed. “That sounds like Mitch. He has a nickname for everyone.”

“Always has.” My smile widened to match hers. It felt so comfortable, so right, to be talking about my cousin in a place like this. “I’m sorry, I forgot your name.”

“Stacey.” She offered me her hand and I clasped it. “It’s so great to see you again! And how random that you’re here. Do you live around here?”

I shook my head. “I’m here for work.” And right on cue, my phone buzzed in my hand. Probably another text. “See?” I waved it in illustration. It didn’t stop buzzing, though, so this was an actual phone call. “Ah, crap. I should probably take this.” I pointed away from the stage, back toward the main part of the Faire.

Stacey waved me on. “Go ahead, don’t let me interrupt! Do you want to grab a drink or something when you’re done?”

“I’d love that.” I glanced at the screen, which flashed a Boston area code. Someone from national counsel’s office. Great. “This should just take a second.” I answered the call as I walked toward the relative quiet of the main thoroughfare teeming with people. Yeah, there was no quiet at a place like this.

But I heard Jacob Arnold’s voice loud and clear. “How are you coming on that summary?”

“Oh. Hi, Jake.” He never used a nickname, so I gave him one anyway. I was more like my cousin than I thought. “Working on a Saturday, huh?”

“Always am.” His clipped voice brought our small talk to an abrupt end. “And so should you. Didn’t you say you were up for partner?”

“Perpetually.” I kept my voice pleasant while I bit back a sigh. “What do you need?”

“I need that summary.”

That didn’t take long. All those good feelings I’d had while talking to Stacey were gone. Crushed like a peasant uprising. Tension gripped the back of my neck. “Like I said in the email I sent at four this morning, the transcript won’t be available till Monday, so there’s nothing I can do now. Unless you’d like me to go stand over the court reporter’s shoulder while she works on it.” I shouldn’t have said that. He’d think it was an option.

The Dueling Kilts’ show must have ended while we were talking, because patrons came streaming out of the entrance to the stage. I stepped to the side of the path, covering my ear while people walked around me. They ignored me the way water in a fast-moving stream ignores a rock. I was jealous of their laughter. Of the carefree day they were having. I’d come for that too, but I sure wasn’t getting it.

On the phone, Jacob was still talking, though I’d stopped listening. I could barely hear him anyway. “I’m going to have to call you back,” I said. “I’m in a crowd, can’t hear you too well right now.” I hung up before he could answer and swam upstream toward the entrance of the stage, shoving my phone back in my pocket. I’d pay for that later, but I couldn’t find it in me to care.

Stacey was behind a table off to the side, selling all kinds of merchandise with the band’s logo: shirts, CDs, those little things you put over your beer can for some reason. I reached her table just as the last patron left, and her smile chased some of the tension from the morning.

“Everything okay?”

No, but she didn’t need to hear about that. I forced a smile I didn’t feel. “All good.” I picked up a CD and turned it over in my hand. Would Grandma like one of these, or was she just in it for their outfits?

There was a rustle at my feet, and I looked down to see a tuxedo cat secured to one of the table legs by a long lead. He was currently mid-battle with a leaf, paying no attention to me.

I glanced up at Stacey. “Friend of yours?”

She laughed. “This is Benedick.” She bent to scoop the cat up in her arms, which he tolerated without protest. The lead was plenty long enough for her to give him a snuggle and a kiss before setting him down again. “He’s part of the group.” She tapped a finger on a tank top that featured a logo I hadn’t noticed on the others: a winged dragon that was actually a little tuxedo cat.

“You should get that,” a voice said to my left. “It’s our bestseller.” I turned to see one of the band members—the tall fiddle player—next to me. But his attention didn’t stay on me; instead he plunked a small wicker basket of cash down on the table. My eyes went wide as a confusing thought ricocheted through my brain: Was he buying all the merch?

But Stacey collected the basket and scooped out the cash within, stacking the bills with quick, practiced fingers. “Not bad, huh?”

“And that was just the morning crowd,” he said. “This is looking like a good day.”

“We could use some of those. Oh, Todd, this is Louisa. She’s Mitch’s cousin.” She stowed the cash in a lockbox before taking it to the backstage area, out of sight. “You remember Mitch, right?” Her voice floated from a few feet away. “From back home?”

“Malone?” His eyebrows shot up and he turned back to me, a smile of recognition breaking across his face. Apparently my cousin’s name opened doors on the Renaissance Faire circuit. “Aw, man, he’s great! He’s your cousin? I’d love to know what he was like as a kid.”

“Shorter,” I said. “His biceps were a little smaller. But otherwise pretty much the same.”

He chuckled and shook his head. “That sounds about right.” He touched my shoulder in a familiar gesture, something between a tap and a squeeze. “Nice to meet you.” With that he was gone.

Stacey rolled her eyes as she emerged. “Todd’s not terribly chatty. Anyway, how about that drink? There’s a tavern right over here.”

“It’s noon somewhere, right?” God, I loved Renaissance Faires. “Lead the way.”
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Stacey and I strolled through a wooded glen dotted with merchants and tourists. Everything around us was a riot of color and sound. Music and merriment, swirling skirts and elaborate hats. Cloaks and leather, despite the heat of the late-spring day.

I took a good deep breath, letting the surrounding trees feed oxygen directly into my lungs and push away any negative thoughts. Now I could understand why people would want to come here, to immerse themselves in a world that’s nothing like their normal day-to-day. I was getting sick of my own day-to-day myself.

Before long we made it to the tavern, which was little more than an open-sided tent, yet it managed to feel like a cozy, hole-in-the-wall place you’d happen across without looking for it. At one end of a makeshift bar an older man dressed as a pirate, complete with an eyepatch over one eye, held court. He had a growly kind of voice that made it hard to eavesdrop on, but he finished his story with a guffaw that made others around him join in, and my smile was involuntary, enjoying the atmosphere without knowing the words being said.

As we emerged with our plastic cups—white wine for Stacey, cider for me—we heard a shout from down the lane.

“Advice!” the woman called out, in that general hear ye, hear ye!–style voice that addressed everyone and nobody all at once. She was dressed in green, from the feathers in her dark hair to the toes of her leather boots peeking out under her long skirts. “Advice!” she called out again, pointing to the sign that she carried in one hand, suspended over her head. ADVICE, it read, predictably, with an arrow pointing down at her head. “Do you need advice?” She directed her question to a young couple, walking hand in hand. “Because I am very, very good at giving it.”

The woman giggled while the man looked wary. “Uh … well …”

While Stacey and I shared a smile and watched the impromptu show, the woman peppered them with questions: How old were they? How long had they been together? My phone buzzed in my pocket, because five minutes to myself was the legal limit. I swore under my breath as I reached for it. It was my assistant, Cheryl: Mr. Stone says you’re sending me something to type up soon. What’s the ETA on that?

I sighed a very long sigh. I hadn’t said anything of the sort. Not to Mr. Stone, not to anyone. I pictured Cheryl sitting there at her desk on a Saturday, spinning her chair in lazy circles, waiting for a dictation file that wasn’t coming because I was drinking cider at a Renaissance Faire.

“Everything okay?” My sigh must have carried, because Stacey’s smile slipped a little, and she looked at me with concerned eyes.

“Yeah. Just … just a work thing. Again.” I held my plastic cup of cider between my teeth while I texted back. I’m not sending anything. Tell Mr. Stone I said you can go home. I blew out a breath as I hit Send. That wasn’t going to go over well.

I stuck my phone back in my pocket and took another sip of my drink as the advice lady finished up with the couple. “… And that’s why I think marriage is a great idea! For you. Because you’re already married. Otherwise I might think differently. Who knows?” The couple laughed, and I felt a smile come to my own lips.

“Excellent advice.”

“Isn’t it, though? And so specific.” Stacey laughed and we toasted with our plastic cups. We were a strange-looking duo, me in my modern-day street clothes and Stacey dressed like she belonged here.

She nodded toward my hip. “Everything okay with work?”

“Oh. Yeah.” But of course my phone buzzed again, reminding me that while Stacey belonged here, I didn’t. My life was in the real world. Maybe the advice lady could tell me how to get away from my job for a few hours. That was all I wanted.

The text was from my boss. Cheryl said you sent her home. Want to tell me why?

There’s nothing for her to do, and there’s no sense in paying her to wait around. Maybe making it sound like a fiscally responsible move would work well in my favor.

“My advice to you is to chuck that thing in the lake,” Advice Lady said, pausing as she passed me. “It’s too nice a day to be dealing with work.”

Stacey laughed and nodded in agreement, while I blinked at her. “How do you know I’m dealing with work?”

She pointed to her forehead, at the space between her eyebrows. “You’re all furrowed here,” she said. “That’s the stressed-out-about-work furrow. I’m telling you.” She mimed an overhead throw with the hand not holding her Advice sign. “Right in the lake.”

“Hmmm.” Maybe it was the half glass of cider I’d had on an empty stomach, but that didn’t seem like a bad idea. “Any lakes around here?”

“No idea. But if you find one, you know. Advice still stands.” Then she gave me a big smile and was on her way.

She wasn’t wrong, was she? I’d thought coming here would make me feel better. When I’d visited Mitch at his Renaissance Faire, I’d remembered it as a special kind of day, where my soul had lightened and things had seemed … better. I’d been seeking that feeling today. But instead, I was juggling my drink and my phone, hardly paying attention to anyone or anything around me. Stacey had been nothing but nice to me, and I was all but blowing her off.

If Stacey noticed my rudeness, she didn’t say. Instead she tugged on my arm. “Come on. The laundry wench show is just up ahead. That’s always a fun one.”

“The what?” But I followed her gentle pull, and as we rounded a bend I heard a shriek, followed by audience laughter like a distant roll of thunder. We approached the stage, where two women performed for a large crowd seated on long rows of benches in front of the stage. Their costumes were your typical tavern wench fare: simple dresses with comically patched skirts and lace-up bodices, and their braided hair stuck up in ways that couldn’t be natural. On either side of the stage, outlandishly large shirts and bloomers were hung on a washing line, and words scrawled on a sheet behind them proclaimed them to be laundry wenches. There was my answer: now I knew what a laundry wench show was.

As we slipped onto a bench in the back, the wenches onstage slapped clothes into a large tub of water situated between them, creating a splash zone out of the first couple of rows. If a joke they told didn’t get enough laughter, they’d slap a shirt into the tub and threaten individual audience members with the soaked garment. Before long I was laughing along with them, texts from work forgotten as the laundry wenches flirted shamelessly with the men in the audience, threatening them with wet clothing if they didn’t reciprocate. Their act was just on the safe side of risqué, that type of humor that parents got but flew over the heads of their kids.

As the show ended, the performers threaded their way through the outgoing crowd, collecting tips and doing some more flirting. I remembered the guy in Stacey’s band with his basket of cash, and it all made sense. I dug into my bag for my wallet.

“What did you think?” Stacey bumped her shoulder against mine. “Good, right?”

“Definitely.” Cash in hand, I moved through the departing crowd, Stacey on my heels. One of the laundry wenches was by the stage with a basket for collecting tips, and she grinned at me in thanks when I put a five in there. One of her teeth was blacked out, and I took a moment to wonder how she got the braids on either side of her head to stick up like that. Was there wire involved? “You were great,” I said.

“Thank you, milady!” She dipped her head at me in an approximation of a curtsy. “And are you enjoying your day here at the Faire?”

“Ummm …” I had no idea how to answer that question. I’d been here for a couple hours now, and what had I really enjoyed? The cider in my hand—which was mostly medicinal—and about a show and a half I’d barely been able to pay attention to with my phone constantly going off.

Of course, just then my phone buzzed. “It’s been great.” I reached into my back pocket for my phone. “Except I should have left this in the car.” I waved my phone at her, and she laughed.

“Terrible things, those.” And with one more dip of her head she was gone, working her way through the thinning crowd. Alone now at the front of the stage, I glanced down at my phone. My office number: this wasn’t good.

Sure enough, it was William Stone. One of the four names on the outside of the building. Everyone called him “Bud” for some damn reason, but I called him Mr. Stone because he was my boss.

“Where are you?” His voice barked through the line, and my spine straightened by instinct. “Are you outside? Am I hearing bagpipes? That doesn’t sound like a hotel room.”

“That’s because it’s not.” I worked to keep my voice as nondefensive as I could. “I needed to get some air.” There. It sounded like I was out for a walk, on a brief break, bagpipes notwithstanding.

“Listen, you need to get this done. The Boston office is depending on us.”

“I know that.” Now I was defensive. “But, Mr. Stone, this isn’t that important a witness. You were copied on the initial summary I sent. He was the car behind them in the crash and he didn’t see much. I don’t think his testimony is going to make or break anything.”

“That’s not for you to decide.” The bark was still in his voice, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up. “That’s for the lead attorney on the case to determine once he’s reviewed your detailed summary. Your job is to provide that summary in a timely manner.”

“And I’m doing that.” My voice dripped patience and professionalism, but all I heard was what was unspoken. You’re not the lead attorney. Your opinion doesn’t matter. Your years of law school and litigation experience don’t matter. My opinion didn’t matter because I wasn’t a partner. Not yet.

Not ever. It all suddenly snapped into very clear focus. No matter how hard I worked, no matter how many late nights or out-of-town trips I took, I was never going to make partner. Not when some mediocre white man was in the running. And there was always a mediocre white man in the running.

But Mr. Stone was oblivious of my revelation. “Jacob Arnold says you’re giving him excuses, and now I call you and you’re not even in the office, or your room, or anywhere in front of your work. What are you—”

“Bud.” I’d never called him that before. I’d never interrupted him before. But something inside of me had just broken, and broken people did those things. “It’s not going to happen, is it?”

The non sequitur shut him up. Silence stretched out for a good ten seconds. I let that silence stretch. “What?” he finally said. “What’s not going to happen?”

“Me. Making partner.” My breath shook on my next inhale, and something scary swirled in the pit of my stomach. But I also felt very, very awake. Maybe for the first time in years. “You’ve said maybe next year for five years now. And instead of getting put on any real track to making partner, to being allowed to prove my worth, I’m here in Bullshitville, North Carolina, taking a deposition that could have been farmed out to a first-year associate.” Oh boy. This was really how not to make partner. But the words were out of my mouth now; may as well forge ahead. “It’s not going to happen for me, is it?”

Silence greeted my outburst. I half expected the next words out of his mouth to be that I was fired. To instruct me to come into the office on Monday long enough to clean out my broom closet of an office, and of course turn in that detailed deposition summary on my way out the door.

Instead Mr. Stone—Bud—sighed, and oh, God. I knew that sigh. I heard it every year, every time I wasn’t on the list for a promotion. It was going to be followed by my name, said very seriously, very kindly. The same verbal pat on the head. The one that said maybe next year. The one that kept me going, that kept me working harder, that kept me billing more hours and missing more family functions. The one that kept me chained to a job and chasing a dream that I wasn’t even sure I wanted, but that my family wouldn’t let me leave behind. Grandma was right. I worked too much. And for what?

“Louisa …” There it was. The pat on the head. The kind words. But this time I couldn’t hear them. All I could hear was the sound of my blood pounding, whooshing in my ears. All I could see was the advice lady in the green dress, miming throwing my phone in the lake.

There wasn’t a lake anywhere around here. But there was a giant tub of water on the stage, not five feet away. And that was close enough.

“I’m done,” I said, cutting off whatever platitudes Bud had chosen to placate me with this time. “I quit.”

I didn’t do what happened next. Someone else lowered the phone from my ear, not even disconnecting the call. I watched a hand that looked like mine toss the phone sideways, like you might skip a stone across a still pond. It bounced once, twice, across the surface of the laundry wenches’ tub before sinking with a plop. How long did it take for the phone to die? What did Bud hear on his end of the line as the phone hit the bottom of the washing tub?

In the space between heartbeats I was back in my body, my phone ruined at the bottom of the tub, my career similarly trashed. I turned around to see Stacey just behind me, her brown eyes wide. She opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again.

“I think …” She cleared her throat. “I think we need to get you another drink.”
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“I quit my job,” I said to my third glass of cider that morning. It didn’t respond.

But Stacey did. “It’s going to be okay.” Her voice was overly calm, like she was talking me out of jumping off a bridge. Didn’t she see it was too late for that? I’d already jumped, and the impact was going to hurt like hell.

“I don’t see how.” I shook my head and took another gulp of cider, oblivious to the revelry around me. We were back in the tavern, the drink in front of me served by a barmaid in a cinched-up corset and a huge smile. Next to us a frat boy in chain mail chugged a light beer, his friends in variously elaborate costumes cheering him on. A faint melody from those goddamn distant bagpipes floated by on the breeze. I should have been enjoying this day at the Faire the way everyone around me was. But I was too numb to enjoy anything.

“You don’t know my family. They want …” They want perfection. They want excellence. My stomach clenched, and the cider threatened to come right back up. Sure, I was in my late thirties, but judgment from your parents was eternal. They’d been so proud of my upward trajectory with the law firm. This was going to kill them.

“Here. Take this.” Stacey took away my cider and pushed a bottle of water into my hands. “Our next show starts in a few minutes. Why don’t you stick with me for a bit.”

I was out of options and my brain was offline, so I followed her like an obedient child. We dodged costumed Faire-goers and kids with fake swords until we reached the stage. She ushered me to a bench at the back of the audience, where words echoed in my head to the rhythm of my heartbeat.

I quit my job. I quit my job. I quit my job.

It was midday and the sun was high, the heat making those three ciders hit even harder. As the Dueling Kilts took the stage, I uncapped the bottle of water Stacey had given me, forcing myself to take measured sips and calm down. During their earlier show, I’d been so focused on taking pictures for Grandma that I hadn’t paid much attention to the act itself. I could rectify that now. Focus on the stage in front of me.

Time for a confession here: kilts have never been my thing. Men had many attractive qualities, but knees weren’t one of them. My cousin in his kilt looked like bad Catholic schoolgirl cosplay as far as I was concerned. Whatever fetish Grandma Malone had didn’t make its way down to my generation.

But with these guys in front of me I could let myself enjoy kilts for a change. And let me tell you, it was an easy thing to do.

I’d already forgotten the name of the fiddle player I’d met earlier, but a lot had happened since then. He was tall and lean, his trimmed beard a shade or two lighter than his long, dark auburn hair tied back in a queue. The other two were dark-haired and looked closely related to each other. The one on the hand drum was shorter and boyish looking, slender with close-cropped hair, but the guitarist … there was nothing boyish about him. Talk about a man who didn’t skip leg day, set off to great effect by his red kilt. He was the most muscular of the three, with dark hair tied carelessly back from a face that boasted sharp cheekbones and a sharper jawline, framed by just enough stubble to be called a beard. If this were a boy band from my childhood, the drummer would be the cute, nonthreatening lead singer, while the part in me that coveted bad boys would have gone straight for the guitar player.

Good thing I was over my bad-boy phase.

Stacey was on to something, bringing me here, because watching this band was doing wonders to stave off my panic attack. The tall one closed his eyes sometimes while he played his fiddle, sun glinting off his long auburn hair. He didn’t sing, though; that duty seemed to fall to the bad-boy guitar player, whose growly baritone seemed to be perfectly made for the drinking songs and shanties they featured. Sometimes the drummer backed him up, in a clear tenor that made for a perfect counterpoint.

I wasn’t usually one for folk music, but something about the rawness of the acoustic instruments spoke to my soul, even amplified by wireless mics and unobtrusive speakers on either side of the stage. Instruments and voices combined in rich harmonies, the music feeling greater than the sum of its parts.

The trio bantered and joked with the audience members, raising wooden tankards in toasts before, after, and even during the songs. I wasn’t familiar with most of the songs in their set—sea shanties weren’t my usual thing—but eventually they swung into “Drunken Sailor,” putting me on more familiar territory. Except their version seemed to be a million years long, as the verses deviated from the original, obviously made up by the band and becoming more and more silly. Eventually they started taking requests from the audience of things that could be done to said poor sailor, and laughter rippled through the crowd.

“Whoa!” The guitar player pointed to someone in the second row, who had called out something I hadn’t heard from my seat. “You want him to do what with a socket wrench? You’re a sick man!” A laugh bubbled out of me, louder than I’d intended, and I clapped a hand over my mouth. But the sound carried, and he turned his head in my direction. Our gazes locked, he smiled, and whew. There was a long moment where the world stopped, and all that existed was this ridiculously hot man in a man bun with a day’s worth of scruff, smiling at me like I had his full attention. Suddenly the world wasn’t such a bad place. Kilts were a little more attractive.

The singer’s gaze swept over me in a quick up-and-down, and his smile widened as he inclined his head in acknowledgment. I couldn’t imagine what he saw in me that looked appealing, but then again maybe he liked half-drunk women on the verge of a breakdown.

The drummer broke in then, realizing that the guitar player had been distracted. “Okay!” He clapped his hands together, and I blinked hard as though waking up. “I think we’ve abused this poor sailor long enough. Some of y’all are just plain sadistic.”

“You’re right.” The guitar player turned to his compatriot, shaking off the remnants of whatever moment we’d just shared. But his smile looked different now, more performative, not quite the same one he’d shown me. “How about a little ‘Whiskey in the Jar’ next?”

I knew this one too. As the music started I closed my eyes and leaned back on my hands, tipping my face toward the sun. I could practically feel the freckles erupting over the bridge of my nose, but I didn’t care. While the breeze teased some of my hair out of my ponytail and danced reddish-blond strands across my cheek, the notes of the song flowed over me, carried on the air from their guitar, fiddle, and hand drum. Hard cider hummed through my bloodstream, and music surrounded me, soothed me. For a blissful few minutes nothing could touch me.

But far too soon the show came to an end and reality came crashing back, along with the beginnings of the panic attack I’d seen coming. I needed to get out of there. Out of the sun. Out of this Faire. Out of this whole damn day. I had to update my résumé. I had to find another job. Was there a market for slightly unstable attorneys with a penchant for the dramatic? Because that would be perfect for me right about now.

Oh, God, what was I going to do?

White static crept in the edges of my vision. Standing up was impossible, walking out of here even more so. I bent forward, putting my head between my knees and breathing deeply. Tears pricked my eyes as the panic attack took hold. All my life I’d been on this path, and now the path was gone. I was alone, lost in the woods.

“Is she all right?” A man’s voice spoke over my head, and I chanced a look up. While I’d been freaking out, the audience had mostly gone—a couple stragglers took pictures with the band up by the stage. The man near me was tall, dressed in black jeans and T-shirt, a baseball cap eclipsing his vivid red hair. He wasn’t dressed for a day in the sunshine, but he acted like he belonged here. His attention was on Stacey, threading her way through the maze of benches toward us.

“She’s fine.” Stacey waved him off.

“Are you sure? She doesn’t look so good. Do we need to call someone for her?” The redhead’s eyes flicked from me to Stacey, a question in them. By “someone” I had a feeling he meant “paramedics.”

“I already did.” Stacey brandished her phone like it had all the answers. “Here.” She sat down next to me, handing me her phone. “It’s for you.”

“Me?” But when I looked down at the screen, relief swept through me in a cool wave. God bless Stacey, she’d called in reinforcements. “Hey, Mitch.” The words were a sigh, directed at my cousin at the other end of the video call. My favorite cousin. He was five years younger, but I loved him more than my own brothers. Mostly because my brothers were dicks, and Mitch was awesome.

“Hey, Lulu.” He looked as happy to see me as ever. “What the hell are you doing in North Carolina? Stace says you’re making a scene there.”

“You know me,” I said weakly. “Always a troublemaker.” I finished off my water, and Stacey took the empty bottle from me, replacing it with a fresh one. I watched as she took the arm of the redhead in black, pulling him away to give me privacy. His head bent toward hers as they talked intently.

Mitch snorted. “Yeah, right. We both know that’s my job.” His brow furrowed, and his voice gentled. “Seriously. What’s going on, Lu?”

I pressed the heel of my hand to my forehead, staving off more tears. “I was here for work, and …”

“Work?” Mitch blinked. “Who needs lawyers at a Renaissance Faire?”

The ghost of a smile tugged at my lips. “North Carolina, you weirdo. I’m in North Carolina for work, and then I got one phone call too many from my boss and …”

“Yeah, Stacey filled me in on that part. You wanna tell me why you made your phone part of the laundry wenches’ show?”

“Okay, technically the show was over.” He acknowledged my joke with a smile, but I knew I wasn’t getting off that easy. “I’d just had enough, you know? All this time I’ve been ‘up for partner’”—I put down my water to make air quotes with one hand—“and my boss made it clear that no matter what I did, it was never going to happen, and I just … I lost it.” The memory of that last phone call made my chest ache, but there was one part that had given me grim satisfaction. “Turns out phones don’t skip like stones do.”

That made Mitch laugh, and his boisterous laugh always made me feel better. I glanced up again. The guy in black had an arm around Stacey—so they were a couple—and they’d joined the rest of the band near the stage. They looked to be having a serious discussion, and when more than one of them threw a glance my way I had the sinking feeling the discussion was about me. Probably how to get the half-drunk, unemployed lady out of the audience and on her way.

The last thing I wanted to do was overstay my welcome. “I’ll be fine. I just need to get home. Regroup. Get a new phone.” I pushed to my feet. “Thanks for talking, Mitch, I really appreciate—”

“Oh, no, you don’t.” Mitch put out a hand like he could stop me from where he was. “I know you. You’re gonna go right back to work on Monday.”

I had to scoff at that. “I burned that bridge pretty well.”

“Then you’ll get another job. Same shit, different office. Is that really what you want?”

“I don’t …” My mind went blank. I had no answer for him. My goals had defined my life up till now, but were they really mine? High school valedictorian, summa cum laude at college, top percentile in law school, position with an established, high-profile firm, a partnership at said firm—they’d been my parents’ goals, not mine. All laid out in front of me like landmarks, but no one had ever asked if I’d wanted any of them.

“I love you, Lu. And you know I’m proud of you. But this job has sucked out your soul. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. When’s the last time you went out with friends? When’s the last time you were happy?”

I didn’t even have to think about that last one. “Just now. Today. Hanging out with your friend Stacey and listening to this music.” My blood pressure momentarily lowered as I let myself relax into the memory, but I shook it off. “Doesn’t matter. This isn’t real life.”

“Maybe not for you.” Stacey had come back, and Mitch grinned at her through the phone.

“Damn straight. So what’s the word?”

“About what?” But he wasn’t addressing me, he was talking to Stacey, who nodded.

“As long as she’s on board.” She looked at me. “You are, aren’t you?”

“On board with what?”

Stacey huffed. “You didn’t tell her yet?”

“I was getting to it!” Mitch rolled his eyes as she huffed again, then he turned his attention back to me. “So, Lulu. Stacey and I were thinking. What if you disappeared for a little bit?”

“Disappeared?”

“Yeah. If you go home, our family of go-getters is gonna get in your head, the way they always do. You’ll be back in that power suit, working for dickheads who don’t appreciate you.”

I clucked my tongue. “Don’t hold back, Mitch. Tell me what you really think.”

“You need a break,” he shot back. “That’s what I really think. Why not take one? Stacey said you can travel with the band.”

I couldn’t remember the last time I’d taken a vacation. The last time I’d had a day—weekend, holiday, didn’t matter—where my phone hadn’t rung or chimed with a text, with a fire at work that somehow only I could put out. I’d always told myself that when I made partner those days would end, but I’d been paying those dues for years with no return on investment.

But … “Let me get this straight. You’re suggesting I run away and join the Renaissance Faire?” It sounded like a life plan made by a ten-year-old.

Stacey shrugged. “It worked for me,” she said with a smile.

“Not forever,” Mitch rushed to clarify. “Just till you clear your head. They’ll be in Willow Creek for our Faire later this summer. Hitch a ride with them, and you can come stay with April and me in July. I’ll get you home after that.”

“July?” I was aghast. “You want me to do this till July?” It was the end of May; July seemed a lifetime away. I shook my head. “I have to find another job. I can’t just …” But my mind whirled with possibilities. My rent and all my other bills were on autopay, and I had enough in savings to tide
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