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PRAISE FOR
 Anywhere with You

“A charmingly chaotic road trip between two longtime best friends with chemistry to spare.”

—MPR News (NPR)

“The friends to lovers romp OF MY DREAMS. Another sharp, poignant turn from Ellie Palmer that plucks at your heartstrings.”

—B.K. Borison, New York Times bestselling author of First-Time Caller

“Comfort food between the pages! Seconds, please!”

—Abby Jimenez, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Just for the Summer

“With high jinks, existential crises, and long-repressed feelings, Palmer pulls off a delightful summer romance with plenty of heart and humor.”

—The Washington Post

“An absolute smash of a romance. Straight to the top of my favorites pile!”

—Christina Lauren, New York Times bestselling author of The Paradise Problem

“Sparkling … A charming and carefree summer romp that will warm readers’ hearts.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A laugh-out-loud romp that never shies away from the complexities that make us beautifully human. Packed with wit, warmth, and joy on every page.”

—Tarah DeWitt, USA Today bestselling author of Savor It

“I love everything Ellie Palmer writes.”

—Jessica Joyce, USA Today bestselling author of The Ex Vows

“An auto-buy author! With overwhelming heart and whip-smart humor, Palmer has crafted a childhood-friends-to-lovers story that had me absolutely swooning.”

—Falon Ballard, USA Today bestselling author of Change of Heart

“This book made me want to quit my job, buy a camper van, and roam the Minnesotan woods!”

—Kate Robb, author of This Spells Love and Prime Time Romance

“Ellie Palmer writes romances that are pure magic! I loved every minute of this book!”

—Naina Kumar, USA Today bestselling author of Flirting with Disaster

“A fun, engaging rom-com. A perfect summer beach read.”

—Red Carpet Crash

“Delightfully fresh, hilarious, and oh so romantic. Full of tropes that will have romance readers going wild, this is a big love story with so much emotion that is perfect for fans of Carley Fortune and Abby Jimenez.”

—Danica Nava, USA Today bestselling author of The Truth According to Ember

“An opposites-attract, friends-to-lovers emotional roller coaster of a road trip romance, reminiscent of People We Meet on Vacation. Tender-hearted but hilarious with razor-sharp banter, Anywhere with You is a reminder that it’s okay to course correct your dreams.”

—Meredith Schorr, author of Roommating

“Sparks-filled … sweet and funny. Give to fans of Abby Jimenez.”

—Library Journal

“A deftly penned siren’s call to lovers of romance, impossible to resist. Outrageously clever [and] whip-smart, Ellie Palmer is an elite emerging voice and an auto-buy author for me.”

—Livy Hart, author of The Great Dating Fake Off

“I cried, I laughed—no, guffawed—and I yearned. The sizzling sexual tension and crackling banter could make even the most cynical reader squeal and kick their feet.”

—Melanie Sweeney, USA Today bestselling author of Take Me Home

PRAISE FOR
 Four Weekends and a Funeral

“Prepare yourself for a whole five-course forced-proximity meal! Who wouldn’t swoon?”

—The Washington Post

“Debut author Ellie Palmer is poised to become one of the most beloved voices in the romance genre, mark my words. If you enjoy romance novels with a heavy dose of sarcasm, vulnerability, love scenes worthy of several spicy peppers, and lots of tension, you need to add Four Weekends and a Funeral to your TBR list.”

—Scary Mommy

“An emotionally resonant grumpy/sunshine romance … Alison makes for a deeply sympathetic heroine [and Adam] will tug at readers’ heartstrings as he juggles his attraction to Alison with his grief. Palmer also handles tough issues with grace. This packs a punch.”

—Publishers Weekly

“These protagonists are realistic and likable and have sizzling chemistry. Their banter is amusing and witty, and Alison’s interior life is both frustrating and hilarious.”

—Library Journal

“A cozy affirmation for introverts and homebodies about loss, love, and being enough.”

—Abby Jimenez, author of Yours Truly

“I fell all the way for the slow, warm unfolding of friendship and love. I already want to reread this book all over again; it feels like a comfort I will return to many times!”

—Alicia Thompson, author of With Love, from Cold World

“My absolute favorite kind of rom-com, where laugh-out-loud banter, lovable characters, and swoony moments sneakily add up to something deep and beautiful … An incredible debut!”

—Sarah Adler, author of Happy Medium

“Ellie’s voice is fresh and real. Four Weekends and a Funeral is a story about finding yourself and being brave enough to take ownership of your life, in addition to being a sparkling, heartwarming, and perfectly witty romance. I will read anything she ever writes.”

—Tarah DeWitt, author of Funny Feelings

“Ellie Palmer has such a compelling voice—razor-sharp wit wrapped up in beautiful warmth—that every word she writes leaps off the page. The fresh take on fake dating hooked me from the start, and the perfectly balanced mix of serious topics and electric banter made it unputdownable. I’ll devour anything Ellie Palmer writes.”

—Jessica Joyce, author of You, with a View

“A charming rom-com dripping with witty banter and heartfelt moments. A stunning debut!”

—Farah Heron, author of Accidentally Engaged

“The perfect romantic comedy. Four Weekends and a Funeral is a masterfully penned, pitch-perfect romance full of humor, so much heart, and swoon-worthy moments as well as brilliant puns, poignant observations about life, important representation, and believable character development.”

—Meredith Schorr, author of As Seen on TV

“Brilliant and funny! Ellie Palmer and her exceptional wit gave me an emotional hangover for weeks. My hands-down favorite read of the year!”

—Kate Robb, author of This Spells Love

“With a fresh and funny premise, electric wit and banter, and the best grumpy hero I’ve ever read, Ellie Palmer has created a perfect rom-com. Every moment of this story is filled with so much warmth and humor, and these characters feel like some of my dearest friends.”

—Naina Kumar, author of Say You’ll Be Mine

“Fresh, witty, and achingly cathartic … An unforgettable book that explores what it really means to live an authentic life when given the most precious gift of time.”

—Livy Hart, author of Planes, Trains, and All the Feels

“From page one, Ellie Palmer’s debut sizzles with humor, heart, and a whip-smart dose of sass. This book simply sings.”

—Neely Tubati Alexander, author of Love Buzz
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To Chris. Thank you for marrying me in a restaurant at lunchtime.




CHAPTER 1

The Museum of Vintage Taxidermy and Other Curiosities

70 DAYS UNTIL BUSY SEASON

LAINEY DAVIS HAD never considered herself a particularly principled person, but one belief she’d always held firm to was that she was much too smart to pay for parking.

Parking fees made sense in theory, especially in crowded cities where space was limited, but in Timber Creek, Wisconsin, a town of just under one thousand people in the wintertime—leaving plenty of room to double in size for three months every summer—the coin meters lining the main drag were a bit of a town joke. The machines existed to scam tourists and penalize locals who lacked imagination. Since Lainey was neither of those things, she was, on this miserably rainy day, sitting crisscross-applesauce in her coupe, rigging a quarter to a coffee stirrer with nail glue.

Through her rideshare app, she sent a third message to her passenger.


	Lainey (Mercedes—9YKE29):	Hi, Isaac, I’m downstairs.

	Lainey (Mercedes—9YKE29):	Still downstairs.

	Lainey (Mercedes—9YKE29):	Isaac, I’m serious. I don’t want to have to pay for parking.

	Lainey (Mercedes—9YKE29):	ISAAC SEGARRA, I WILL LITERALLY END YOUR LIFE IF YOU DON’T COME DOWNSTAIRS NOW.

	Isaac:	sry omw



That was seventeen minutes ago. From experience, Lainey suspected he’d fired that last message off just as he was stepping into the shower.

“I swear to god, if Isaac is the reason I get my fourth parking ticket this year, I can’t be held responsible for what I do to him,” Lainey mumbled to her best friend, Bree, through her earbud. Her concentration was fixed on the end of the wooden stirrer. The quarter had to balance just so or all would be lost.

“Four? Lainey, it’s only March.” Bree’s tone landed somewhere between disappointed and reluctantly impressed. “Wait. He’s seriously been making you wait in the street for the last twenty-eight minutes?” she demanded, her frustration shifting from Lainey’s quiet rebellion against the tyrannical bureaucracy governing local parking enforcement to her delinquent passenger. Bree subscribed to the friendship philosophy that anyone who so much as slighted Lainey was an instant enemy—no questions asked. Bree looked sweet and harmless but was absolutely lethal. She was a high-voltage taser in the pocket of a Hill House Nap Dress: prim, breezy, but not to be messed with. Lainey was resourceful in a pinch, but Bree was capable of anything. She’d recently become pregnant, and despite her insistence that it was causing her to mellow, every old vendetta continued to simmer with renewed intensity.

Though Bree’s unfailing loyalty was always appreciated, something about the down-to-the-minute objection unsettled Lainey. “How do you know how long I’ve been here?” She whipped her head over her shoulder as though her friend might’ve materialized in her back seat. The sudden movement sent the coin bouncing off Lainey’s legs and onto the floor of the car.

She could practically hear Bree’s shrug. “I watch you on Find My Friends.”

“I don’t like when you do that.”

“I like watching your dot move around the screen. Don’t make it something ugly. Stalking each other on Find My Friends is girlhood. It’s beautiful.”

Lainey sucked in a breath between her teeth, grateful there were no witnesses to her scouring the muddy weather mats for a quarter like a rat hunting for scraps. Down the street, a parking attendant was making her way up the block of darkened shops and restaurants. The town wouldn’t come out of hibernation for another two and a half months. Her grandmother always loved the sleepy offseason, but Lainey disliked scuttling past shuttered storefronts like a cockroach.

“Why are you breathing like that? Are you stealing from the parking meter again?” Bree asked judgmentally. “If you want people to take you seriously, you have to start taking yourself seriously.”

“Who am I trying to impress? Isaac? He works at a Lovesac outlet and smells like the inside of an Amazon package. Long division is impressive to him.”

Time was running out as she hopped from her car and shoved her MacGyver-ed quarter into the meter, only to give it a quick yank back out by the coffee stirrer. Rain slapped her head in large, aperiodic plops. The quarter went in and came out again with another shove and another yank. She delighted in the analog dial’s incremental ticks with each pull of the stick—the world’s most anticlimactic slot machine.

Lainey ran back into the dry sanctuary of the ancient—nay, vintage—avocado-green Mercedes she’d bought from her grandmother, a woman who’d mastered the art of living the life of a much wealthier woman while never having any money to speak of. It was a quality she hadn’t passed down to her granddaughter—though she had cut Lainey a deal on the purchase price.

“Finally.” Through the window, she could make out a figure ambling down the stairs of the building. Between both the Brewers cap and the hoodie, she probably wouldn’t have recognized him if not for his identifiable gait. Isaac moved with the ease of water lapping against a shore.

“He’s coming. I’ll have to talk to you later.”

“Tell him he has to tip. Be assertive. You’re worth it!” her friend instructed.

“Talk later.” Lainey punched the end call button as Isaac knocked on the passenger window.

“Still broken,” she yelled, gesturing to the passenger door. She stepped out of the car and into the rain once again.

Scooting past her into the driver’s seat, he lumbered over the center console and plunked into the passenger side.

She eyed his hand. “Why are two of your fingers taped together?”

He shrugged. “I can’t do a cartwheel.”

“I can’t unpack that with you right now.” Lainey tapped her phone’s screen to start the ride, only to have more notifications pop up in its place. “Dude, you seriously picked the ‘shared ride’ option? It’s sending me to pick up someone else now.” No person of sound mind enjoyed being the second hostage in a shared ride, and although her forty-five-year-old coupe technically had a back seat, it was best reserved for children and especially forgiving friends.

He lowered his hood, exposing his warm brown skin and the wide, goofy smile she was convinced was permanently fixed to his face. “I like meeting new people,” he replied. Then he plugged his phone into the charger cable running from the cigarette lighter, because apparently thrusting his rideshare driver into an involuntary social experiment in human suffering for upward of twelve miles required no explanation.

Without responding, Lainey glanced at her mirrors, reversed out of the spot, and drove off in the direction of the next ride. Forty-four minutes were left on the meter. What a waste of perfectly good nail glue.

THE SECOND RIDER on the route requested a pickup from the alley door of Norman’s Coffee and Meats Shop. Most businesses in Timber Creek could be categorized as either “for us” or “for them,” with “them” being tourists seeking a woodsy lakeside respite. Businesses directed toward year-round residents tended to stay afloat by catering to two distinct yet curiously overlapping customer bases within the local economy.

Timber Creek Golf Course and Country Club. Them.

Curly’s Motorcycles and Exotic Pets. Us.

Caribou Coffee. Them, and sometimes us.

But Norman’s Coffee and Meats Shop was solidly an “us” spot, so Lainey was surprised to see a complete stranger in an expensive-looking olive-colored rain jacket jogging up to her car.

“Sorry, the passenger door is broken,” she yelled to the man through the downpour. “You have to climb into the back through the driver’s side.”

He nodded, but once at the door, he seemed to debate whether to follow her instructions. “Does it fold down?”

She shook her head. “’Fraid not.”

“I don’t want to get your seat wet.”

“Just me, then?” she asked, as she stood in the rain beside her car. Her voice was dry, but her hair was soaked and her teeth were chattering. He looked down at her, his eyes taking stock of her shivering frame. Or at least she assumed they were. She couldn’t quite make out his eyes under his foggy, rain-splattered glasses. With his hood covering his face, he was all lips, stubbly jaw, and not much else. They were handsome, though, those two elements. He reminded her of a portrait by René Magritte that obscured the face of his subject as a statement on hidden identities. Or maybe it was a statement on memory. She couldn’t recall.

“Sorry. Let me just …” He grabbed the headrest and stretched his leg onto the console, pulling himself up and over in one smooth movement.

“Perfect. You made that look easy!” Lainey had on the voice she used for visitors. Friendly and jovial, with a little extra something on her a’s and o’s to give the out-of-town folks something to marvel over. You should’ve heard the way this girl said “bag”!

The man did his level best to stuff his long legs into the back seat. Once he was settled into the only position that didn’t make him look like a giant bursting from a doll house, he lowered his hood to reveal brown hair with a gentle wave. Lainey wasn’t sure whether he wore it that way intentionally or if it had curled up in the rain in a fit of rebellion.

He wiped the water off his thin, wire-framed glasses with his jacket.

“Hey! Just getting into town?” Isaac greeted the man as though he were the cohost to her rideshare cocktail party. “Tough time of year to visit, huh?”

Olive Rain Jacket Guy’s eyes darted between her and Isaac as his torso sunk deeper into the back seat. Lainey’s attention drifted to her phone to verify whether her passenger had requested a silent ride.

“This is an Uber, right?” Unease pierced in his otherwise warm, baritone voice.

“Yes,” Lainey answered, just as Isaac said, “She’s not allowed on Uber anymore.”

If a side-eye could melt a person, Isaac would be a pool of humanoid sludge on her WeatherTech mats.

“It was more mutual than he’s making it sound.” Uber had a supremely unjust, zero-tolerance policy against drivers of forty-five-year-old vehicles with nonfunctional passenger doors who’d repeatedly lied to Uber Support about both the model of the car and her intention to get said door fixed. Gaslighting an app into believing her well-loved 1981 two-door Mercedes was a 2023 S-Class worthy of Uber Black was a grift she’d known she could only run for so long.

In protest of Uber’s policies, she currently drove for Ridr, a rideshare app that was more lax with car requirements for reasons she suspected were not unrelated to the increasing number of phishing scam texts her phone received per day.

“This is basically the same thing.” She stopped at the intersection, seizing the opportunity to squeeze some water from the ends of her hair. “I promise I’m not kidnapping you.”

“But that’s exactly what a kidnapper would say.”

He smiled at her in the rearview mirror. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from smiling back.

He cleared his throat. “I was a little worried when I saw a QR code above the urinals next to an ad for male-enhancement supplements.”

“Ooh.” She perked up. “Norm promoted me to the spot next to the penis pills?”

His chuckle was light. A breath of air. “You’ve been working your way up to that spot, huh?”

“Above the urinals is prime advertising real estate in this town. It’s our version of a highway billboard.”

He lifted his glasses to his lips, exhaling a warm breath onto the lenses. “I had no idea there was so much market research involved in bathroom flyers.”

“Absolutely,” she answered, flicking on her blinker. “I thought I’d plateaued at the bulletin board between the piano lessons and the rooms for rent. Good to know I made it out of hallway purgatory.”

She lifted her chin up to spy his reaction in the mirror.

“Congratulations,” he said with tilted lips. “Do you have a background in advertising?”

“More of a hobbyist,” she replied coyly. Lainey made it a point to never get too friendly with tourists, but she couldn’t seem to help herself with Olive Rain Jacket Guy. His voice stretched at the vowels, making him sound vaguely East Coast–y, but he possessed a timeless handsomeness that she’d thought was reserved for British men in period dramas. It was his jaw or maybe his cheekbones. He definitely had the bone structure of a man who penned letters by candlelight, a look that wasn’t exactly characteristic of the surrounding region. This man seemed so out of place in her back seat. She couldn’t figure out how he fit here, in her town, and during the offseason, no less.

Her app chimed to signal that they’d arrived at a destination.

“Just pull in here.” Isaac pointed out a warehouse on the edge of town.

Lainey’s shoulders jolted at the reminder that Isaac was still in the front seat. She’d almost forgotten how this ride had begun until suddenly they were pulling up next to his car.

Isaac stared back at her expectantly.

She looked at him, confused, then her eyes wandered from him to his car’s rear—very flat—tire.

“No.”

Isaac looked back at her, infuriatingly unbothered. “Grab the jack from your trunk and it’ll take us two minutes. Tops. We’ve gotten so good at it!”

“I should not be good at changing your tire, Isaac. Why does this keep happening? Your dad owns a VW dealership.”

“He’ll give me a new car when I agree to join the family business, but I can’t. It’s not my passion.”

“You work at a beanbag store in an outlet mall!”

Olive Rain Jacket Guy poked his head between them. “I can help him with—”

“Absolutely not,” she snapped, before realizing she’d sent her ire in the direction of a tourist who might’ve otherwise tipped her. “Sorry. This is an ongoing … thing between the two of us. A fundamental misunderstanding on the appropriate uses of a rideshare app.”

“I’d do it for you,” Isaac argued.

“I’m positive that’s not true.” And even if it were, Lainey wasn’t the type to bank on favors.

With an inhale through her nose, she chose the path of least resistance. “I want fifty dollars cash right now.”

“I have nineteen dollars and a coupon for a free Caribou Coffee.”

Her tongue prodded the hollow of her cheek as she reflected on every one of her poor decisions, lining them up like dominoes and watching them topple her into this exact moment. “Any drink?”

He nodded.

She sighed. “Fine.”

Isaac stared at her. “I need you to climb out first—”

She muttered a curse under her breath and flung open the door.

“This will only take a minute,” she assured Olive Rain Jacket Guy, who audibly swallowed, his discomfort palpable. There went any hope of a tip. Raindrops plopped on the crown of her head as she made her way to her trunk. “You better leave me five stars on the app.”

Isaac winked. “You’re a redhead with a heart of gold. Like Pippi Longstocking. Or the Little Mermaid. Or Fiona from Shrek—”

“Please stop attempting to compliment me. You’re only making it worse.”

She unearthed the jack from beneath a bag of aluminum cans she’d be taking to the recycling center (eventually) and a beach towel of unknown origin, then kneeled in front of the flat, picturing the kind of life where she could afford to say no to an extra nineteen dollars and a free coffee.

Once the donut was fitted to the rear wheel on Isaac’s Jetta, Lainey climbed back inside her car, yanked the door shut, and rated Isaac one star.

“I didn’t realize you rated us on these things,” Olive Rain Jacket Guy said from the back seat.

Lainey pressed her forehead against the steering wheel as though the cool, hard object held the power to protect her from this particular humiliation. Her seat was damp, and her hands were as slippery as they were perplexingly gritty. All she wanted was to go home and climb into bed, but there was still a stranger in her car who required a ride.

She bravely lifted her head to respond. “You rate us. We rate you. It’s a balanced social contract.”

A tense silence fell between them, as though she’d suddenly transformed from a chimpanzee in a chauffeur cap to a moody gorilla with a penchant for tearing off her passenger’s faces.

She rolled her shoulders back and jerked the sticky gear shift out of park. Uber Black drivers probably didn’t get conned into changing tires in exchange for positive ratings and coffee coupons.

Lainey tapped her phone’s map to start the next route. A new name appeared on her screen: Elliot.

“So, Elliot,” she said, enjoying the sound of his name on her lips. “Would you be so kind as to leave this part of the ride off your review?”

She fixed her eyes back on the road as the woman in her GPS directed her to turn right.

“Because I’m not normally …” Lainey let her voice trail off.

“Are you planning to finish that sentence?” Elliot asked.

“I was going to say ‘I’m not normally messy like that,’ but this isn’t even the first time I’ve yelled at a passenger in front of another passenger, so …”

She rubbed her temple, wanting nothing more than for the gesture to magic her back home. She could already feel the glimmering aura of a migraine coming on, which was truly an insult to injury as she was currently rationing her last six pills of the one medication that provided any sort of relief. The only insurance plan that covered them was, to the best of her knowledge, reserved for high-level federal government employees and first-round NBA draft picks, so when it came to managing her chronic condition, she was, in a clinical sense, shit out of luck.

Her backseat passenger was quiet the rest of the drive until the app directed them into an empty Kwik Trip parking lot. The chime sounded again.

“This is your destination?” she asked him. “Am I the one getting kidnapped? My oh my, how the tables have turned.”

He laughed. It was a nice sound. The quiet rumble of coals shifting in a fire on this miserable day. “Expecting something better?” he challenged.

She stepped out of her car, offering her palm to him as he climbed into the front seat. “You’ve seen Norm’s urinal advertisements, so you must be aware that Timber Creek has so much more to offer you.”

“The Museum of Vintage Taxidermy and Other Curiosities was very tempting.” Elliot stepped onto the oil-stained pavement under the gas station canopy, looking just as unfairly good looking from this new vantage point. He was tall—any taller and it would’ve been something she’d feel compelled to remark on—and the eyes hiding behind his glasses were a hypnotic chocolate brown with ribbons of gold. His gaze caught hers like a latch on a zip tie, and suddenly it seemed as if the world was cinching around them.

“I’m here to pick up my car,” he explained.

The sentence sliced the moment with a pair of shears.

“Right,” she replied through pursed lips.

It shouldn’t have surprised her. Plenty of tourists opted to rent. Lainey was the sole cabbie on a rideshare app that was spreading malware to her contact list. What surprised her was how disappointed she felt at the prospect of this guy renting a car for what was left of his stay in Timber Creek. This was probably the last she’d see of the man in the olive rain jacket.

“I should probably …” She fidgeted next to the still-open door, worried she’d missed a moment of natural transition back into their roles as driver and passenger. She faced the opening, prepared to drive away forever, when an arm appeared between her and the car.

“Don’t worry about your rating,” he said confidently. His body angled itself toward hers, making her insides swoop. “That guy probably deserved the one star. Anyone can see you’re a very decent person, and he was clearly taking advantage of that.”

An involuntary snort blew out of her. “When it comes to me, people tend to think it’s the other way around.”

His forehead wrinkled like he was taking her accusation seriously. “Is that right?” He took a step forward, and she took a step back until the car pressed against her spine.

There was no one particular feature on Elliot’s face that Lainey found so striking. It was simply the way he stood. The way his brows furrowed and his eyes softened when she spoke, as though he was actually listening and not waiting for the next pause to jump on. The way his jaw widened ever so slightly when he smiled. He was just … easy to look at.

She was staring at him. Which would’ve been humiliating if he wasn’t staring back at her, his gaze holding hers, steady and alive. “Was that guy your …?” His voice trailed off.

He was flirting with her. Usually this sort of thing required a detailed dissection with Bree, but this man flirted with an intensity that left her questioning whether anyone else had ever actually been attracted to her in her life. It wasn’t that any of his sentences were particularly suggestive. There was simply an undeniable certainty to the interest in his voice. An intention in the way his eyes glided over her face.

She didn’t respond right away, which seemed to make him rethink the hand resting on her car’s roof, but before he could retreat, she said, “No, he’s just a guy I went to high school with. A guy who vastly overestimates the closeness of our friendship.”

His laugh was low and restrained. Private. He leaned deeper until his elbow rested on the top of the car and his face was a breath away from hers. The space between them felt tangible, like something she could sweep away with her hand and instantly, they’d be touching.

He seemed to be registering their proximity just as she was. His eyes drifted down to her lips, then back up to her eyes. A leg stepped between hers. Her body hummed. One inch—maybe two—and they’d be …

He swiveled his head toward the pair of cars rolling into the parking lot. The sound of a bumper bottoming out against the cracked pavement shuddered through her system. She guessed the silver truck was his. Visitors loved to cart around town in shiny new pickups. He took a step back, his eyelids fluttering as if she’d poured a bucket of cold water over his already damp body.

“Looks like your car’s here—”

“Can I get your number?” He couldn’t wait for her to finish before getting the question out. “I’ve been here a couple of days, and it’s been …” He pressed his lips together as a line formed on his forehead. “This was the first good conversation I’ve had in days.”

A tiny thrill fluttered under her ribs. “How? I was yelling at the other passenger for the first half of it.”

Something about her statement made his face go pale. “You’re right.” He winced. “I’m sorry. You’re working right now. This was …” He gestured between the two of them. “This is probably so uncomfortable for you.”

“No, it’s not …” His cheeks were turning a deep shade of purple. He was mortified. It was adorable. “Hand me your phone,” she ordered.

“What?”

“Hand me your phone.” Her finger brushed against his jacket. The insignificant near touch was so much bolder than she’d intended. “I’ll put my number in it.”

With a small, sideways smile, he removed his phone from his pocket, unlocked it, and handed it to her. Lainey couldn’t remember if anyone had ever asked for her number in real life. It was all so old-fashioned.

She tried to recall that look on Elliot’s face when she handed his phone back to him the whole drive home with equal parts hope and dread. There was a reason she avoided vacationers. To them, she wasn’t a person but an experience. Another excursion during a boys’ cabin trip, slotted in somewhere between ice fishing and shotgunning Coors Light. It was an uncomplicated dynamic to be sure, but so often a disappointing one.

Tourists came and went. Here, they weren’t living in reality.

Lainey could still picture the senior superlative written above her name in her Timber Creek High School yearbook: “Most Likely to Leave and Never Look Back.” When she’d read it in her first-period AP French class, she’d felt uncharacteristically seen by yearbook editor Amelia Kornacki. But Lainey had quickly learned that leaving a place forever was nearly impossible with no money or special skills apart from an irrepressible wiliness and an artistic competence that Mr. Rodkey, her art teacher, had characterized as “confoundingly aggressive and tasteless.”

It was hard to accept that somewhere down the line, that spirited girl had gotten stuck, and her reality had become a little flat-roofed house in the woods with a busted porch light and mounting debt. Reality was reeling from piercing headaches and stressing over her dwindling supply of expensive pain meds from a chronic migraine condition she’d developed just before she could legally drink. It was the remarkably loud family of foxes that lived under her front porch and had thwarted all attempts to fix said porch light with their surprisingly human-sounding screeches.

Reality, she saw as she climbed up the darkened front porch, was taped to her door: a notice to vacate the only place she’d ever called home.




CHAPTER 2

The Legal Doctrine of Finders Keepers

68 DAYS UNTIL BUSY SEASON

“COULD I CARRY off ‘blonde’?”

Bree had a People magazine pressed against her skull, her brows pulled into a hard line as though she were asking for the nuclear codes and not soliciting an opinion on the hair she couldn’t dye because she was still very much pregnant. She and Lainey had taken Gran to the real estate lawyer Bree had recommended to sort out the whole “unjust eviction from the home her grandmother had owned for the last twenty years and was now rightfully Lainey’s” situation.

Except for the crowded mahogany furniture, the beige-y walls of the waiting area appeared vaguely medical. Lainey tried to recall whether the space used to be her old optometrist’s office or if that had been somewhere else in this strip mall between the H&R Block and a store that sold only candy and cheese. It was yet another Timber Creek unholy retail marriage, but damn it if it wasn’t a convenient one-stop shop during the holidays. Lainey got all of her candy from there. And a lot of her cheese.

Lainey avoided accountants and lawyers as a rule, namely because she tended to take liberties when reporting her income and wasn’t sure she wanted someone in her orbit who knew enough about a 1040 tax form to notice. And though she had no objections to lawyers in the general sense, the single legal professional she knew personally had a few objections to her. The prospect of meeting another lawyer when she currently held a one hundred percent disapproval rating within the vocation had Lainey understandably on edge.

Gran analyzed the magazine image Bree held and then Bree herself. “You don’t want to be blond, sweetie. People expect blondes to be happy all the time. They won’t allow you to be anything else. You’re much too interesting to be limited that way.”

Lainey considered her grandmother’s own immovable bob. “You’re a blonde.”

Gran patted her hair with bedecked fingers, the scarlet fringe of her coat bobbing. “I’m an icy blonde, dear. It couldn’t be more different. Stop jiggling your leg.” She placed her hand on Lainey’s knee.

Lainey cycled through the options for a person who was too anxious to sit still. She cracked her knuckles, she fussed with her bangs, and finally, she pulled out her phone. There were no new messages since her morning text exchange with Olive Rain Jacket Guy.


	Elliot:	Now that I know the value of Norm’s urinal marketing, I’m wondering if a restaurant I saw advertised there is very good or very bad.

	Lainey:	Placement in Norm’s bathroom more often correlates to a business’s desperation than its quality.

	Lainey:	What’s the restaurant?

	Elliot:	Jörg’s Schnitzel Emporium.

	Lainey:	Jörg’s name is actually Justin.

	Elliot:	Does Justin make a good schnitzel?

	Lainey:	Don’t know about the schnitzel, but his “German” meatballs are from IKEA.

	Elliot:	Back to the drawing board then.

	Elliot:	I think we can do better than Jörg’s/Justin’s. My only requirement is no TVs. I don’t do restaurants with TVs.



Bree lowered the magazine. “I can’t tell if I want to look like Sabrina Carpenter or date her.”

In an effort to stop fidgeting, Lainey stood up. “You know you’re pregnant with Colin’s baby. Your husband.”

“Did you know that you can smell everything when you’re pregnant? Like everything. And men are always sweating and eating cheese and onion chips. It’s disgusting.”

Lainey frowned. “Can you ask him to stop eating chips?”

“It’s not just the chips.” Bree rolled her eyes, flipping her magazine pages with a flourish. Lainey waited for her friend to offer some explanation to her latent rage at the invocation of Colin, the perfectly nice-seeming British man she married the instant he impregnated her because her only earthly fear was disappointing her parents, but she didn’t.

Bree had always fancied herself a protagonist in a zany romantic comedy. When she met her now husband in London while completing a high-end hospitality certificate—in her latest attempt at impressing her eternally unimpressible parents—she’d sought out a Notting Hill–style ending. Despite her best efforts, she’d unwittingly been cast in the lesser-known Hugh Grant film Nine Months.

Lainey hardly knew Colin—apart from the way his UK fashion sensibilities made him stick out in Timber Creek like an impeccably well-appointed sore thumb. Though she believed him to be faithful, Bree was early in her pregnancy and deep within whatever phase produced vivid dreams of her brand-new husband cheating on her. Repeatedly and ambitiously.

Naturally, Bree was seeking counsel from life coaches, sound bath practitioners, and other mystics of variable repute. Despite multiple interventionists, Colin remained relegated to the guest room and Bree managed her cortisol levels by donating outfits he wore while philandering in her imagination to Goodwill. The newly minted Foyle family was entirely responsible for the unusual uptick in Barbour among rural Wisconsin thrift shops.

Several more minutes passed. Lainey paced the waiting room nervously while clawing at the plastic wrapper of a cheese stick like an industrious raccoon.

“Where is this guy?” she asked no one in particular. No one was listening. Bree had become riveted by an article on Mariah Carey, and Gran was lightly sucking on a Rolo.

Somewhere on the other side of eighty Gran had taken to shoplifting “in protest” of either ageism or sexism. It didn’t make sense, but Gran was old and Lainey figured she’d earned the right to be a little intellectually inconsistent. Lainey had convinced Gran to attend this meeting only after agreeing to drive her to the pharmacy first to steal Rolos.

Unfortunately for Lainey, the Rolos had not been quite enough to get Gran through the door after all. Gran was even more wary of lawyers than Lainey was, as she was also a bit ethically wobbly—exhibit A, the chocolate-caramel loot she was currently savoring. So Lainey had upped the ante and now owed Gran an afternoon of bingo at the VFW where Gran had once directed an all-male revue.

Gran was an “old-fashioned broad.” She’d been born and raised in Timber Creek but left sometime in her early twenties for New York City in search of stardom. According to her stories, before she’d even settled on a place to stay, she’d charmed a Greek shipping heir and convinced him to whisk her away to his private island off the coast of Santorini. Then she promptly ditched the rich stiff, but only after he’d gifted her enough extravagant jewelry to pay her way to Paris, where she’d spent the next fifteen years as a dancer.

Gran loved to hold court at a dinner party, telling tales from the past. She’d never had it easy, but she had a way of romanticizing the life she’d lived. Each time she told a story, it became more vibrant than the last, like colorizing an old black-and-white screwball comedy. She knew how to light up a room.

But sometimes, when she and Lainey were alone, she’d tell the real story, with all its dark shadows and blemishes. Lainey suspected it was her way of preparing her only granddaughter for the world and how unkind it could be to bold women. How it was really the Greek shipping heir who had drawn Gran in, but once they’d landed in Santorini, he’d turned volatile and controlling. How the ocean views on his extravagant private island suffocated her, pressing in on all sides like prison walls. Eventually, she found a little cash in one of the guest room chests and bribed a maid to get her off the island.

I didn’t even stop to breathe until I could see the lights on the Eiffel Tower, she’d said once. But that wasn’t the version of the story Gran liked best.

Lainey always imagined she’d find herself in France someday, but life had taken other turns.

“I think Mark must be running behind,” Bree answered.

Lainey choked on a bite of cheddar. “I’m sorry. Mark Sheffield is your ‘lawyer friend’ who’s going to save my house?”

“Who did you think it would be?” Bree inquired, a little annoyed.

“Maybe not your ex-boyfriend who’s still convinced I tried to kill him?”

Mark Sheffield had dated Bree for about four months two years ago. Mark was a frail man, both physically and emotionally. He reminded Lainey of one of those medically fragile dogs women carted around in strollers and administered medication to via eyedropper. His expression was permanently sour, which she imagined was the result of the slew of allergies that’d made the outside world physically hostile toward him. More often than not, he was sporting a temporary splint.

Lainey hadn’t minded Mark, as far as Bree’s significant others went. He’d treated her well and had occupied almost none of her time (on account of all the ailments).

But after a confusing incident involving the two of them, an expired EpiPen, carrot cupcakes, and a Razor scooter, Mark Sheffield was convinced that Lainey Davis had tried to end his life. The basket of pears she’d sent as an apology—another allergen, apparently—had only deepened his conviction.

Bree sighed and closed the magazine like an overextended soccer mom. “If I offer you money to hire a different lawyer, will you take it?”

Lainey and Bree were in two very different tax brackets. It was a source of tension in their friendship, as Bree had far more in common with the visitors of Timber Creek than with locals like Lainey. Bree’s family owned the Groff Retreat, a five-star resort made up of secluded luxury cabins, all designed by the father of the “natural architecture” movement, Vincent Groff. It was one of those obscenely extravagant destinations where privacy-seeking celebrities could disappear off the face of the planet while eating breakfast pastries prepared by a protégé of Gaston Lenôtre. The rest of the town existed in confusing contrast to—or as seasonal employees of—the high-end hideaway.

But borrowing money from Bree was a nonstarter for Lainey. Bree didn’t “lend” money. She “gifted” it. As she put it, she refused to be “a debt collector to her friends.” But Bree’s “gifts” had a way of corroding all of her friendships. Lainey cared about her too much to let something like that happen to them.

Lainey shook her head. “I’m not taking your money.”

“Well, I’ve only dated one other lawyer, and she’s left the business to write romance novels, so for now, we’re stuck with Mark.”

Her grandmother leaned forward. “If you need money, Lainey—”

“I don’t need money,” she interrupted.

Lainey desperately needed money, but borrowing from her grandmother—who’d recently burned through a small windfall after finding a lit cigarette in her unlimited soup, salad, and breadsticks—was not an option. In fact, Lainey had been making payments to her grandmother’s care facility just to keep her lights on. Literally. Though she hadn’t told her grandmother, as inexorable pride and poor financial management skills were inherited traits among the Davis women.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” Lainey assured them. “It was so long ago. He’s probably forgotten about it.”

A petite woman who looked no older than twenty-two leaned out the door of an office and beckoned them back. Lainey’s outfit was all wrong for such a serious meeting. It was that time of year when the temperature outside was unpredictable, making the indoors uniquely uncomfortable, as every business was either too hot or too cold. She’d meant to swap her regular brown suede coat for something a little less “seventies rocker.” But with picking up Gran (and then the subsequent Rolo theft), she hadn’t had time to iron the black blazer she reserved for funerals and that one unfortunate court appearance for a moving violation on the aforementioned Razor scooter.

She quickly rummaged through her bag for a claw clip and pulled her hair up into a messy twist she hoped gave her the appearance of a moderately serious person, or at the very least, made her look slightly less like the orange-haired Muppet.

“Here. Let me,” Bree said, adjusting the clip and delicately fluffing Lainey’s bangs.

Bree had that kind of expensive, chestnut-brown hair that never dared to move out of place and seemed to deepen in hue with each generation of wealth. Lainey’s hair, on the other hand, was a wild red that required too much effort to tame, so she usually didn’t. But today, with her home on the line, her appearance needed to give off at least a tiny whiff of responsibility.

It was a lot to put on a tortoise hair clip.

When they walked into Mark’s office, he stood up from behind his oak desk, wearing a shiny blue golf polo and a foam neck brace. There were no windows in his office, just fluorescent lights illuminating a bookcase packed with worn brown books that read WEST’S WISCONSIN STATUTES along the spine in faded letters. Mark greeted Bree first, extending his arm between several precariously tall towers of paper files like a snake slithering through brush. Lainey couldn’t tell if the sight of his desk meant he had far too many clients or dangerously few.

Her friend made the mistake of inquiring into the provenance of the neck brace and was met with a sigh and the words “Nasty walk.” Lainey had no earthly idea what constituted a “nasty walk,” but she assumed that if he’d wanted to provide a sufficient explanation, he would have.

Instead, Lainey offered a wave and said, “Good to see you again, Mark.”

Mark stared at her blankly, as if she’d accidentally greeted him in Cantonese. Perhaps he hadn’t heard her? Panicking, she repeated herself, but this time—regrettably—with a pair of finger guns. “It’s good to—”

“Can we do this without resorting to intimidation, Elaine?” He implored her like one would a disobedient child.

“Oh, I didn’t …” She lowered her hands and let her explanations go. “Lainey is fine. Do you remember my grandmother, the original Elaine?”

Gran greeted Mark with an appraising nod. “Markie.”

Mark’s bravado collapsed under the weight of the nickname. He attempted to muster up some lost confidence by clearing his throat and gesturing for them to sit. “Bree told me a bit about your situation, and I’ve had Whitney conduct a title search.”

Lainey had forgotten about the young woman in the room with them. Whitney hugged the wall tightly, succeeding in what was possibly her ultimate goal: disappearing into the drywall.

“Along with some preliminary research through public records, court documents, and so on and so forth, et cetera, et cetera,” Mark continued, his eyes scanning a printout. Lainey sunk into her too-deep chair and prayed he didn’t bill by the word. “We can’t find any document that ties you to your residence on Norwood Lake.”

“What? That’s insane,” Lainey exclaimed, just as Gran countered casually, “Well, there wouldn’t be paperwork.”

Lainey turned to face her grandmother, who was adjusting her lipstick with her pinkie. “We knew it was our house. There seemed no reason to get other people involved. It’s no one’s business what we own or don’t own.”

Lainey looked to Bree, who was equally confused. Lainey had lived in that little house in the woods since her mother had left her with Gran when she was seven. Her mom, Camille, usually came by once a year, always bearing gifts, like a Parisian, emotionally withholding Santa Claus.

With Gran’s decreased mobility and recent tortious windfall that had mostly afforded her an apartment in a lakeside retirement community, Camille had become even more of a stranger. Lainey’s lifelong constants had always been Gran and that cabin.

“Gran, I’ve been paying property taxes on that house.”

The older woman wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know why on earth you’ve been doing that.”

“We’ve been living there for over twenty years! I have my heights marked on the back of a door frame. Whose house am I living in, Gran?”

“Ours!” Gran announced. “In many ways …”

“But in a legal way …” Mark pushed the title document across his desk. “Gilbert Hodges, or rather, his nephew, who recently inherited the cabin resort on Norwood Lake, the “Shore Thing.” And in the land survey, he discovered that your house is also one of his properties.”

Lainey was familiar enough with the Shore Thing to know that calling the collection of dilapidated shacks a “resort” was pushing it.

“There’s no way my house belongs to the Shore Thing.” Half of the log cabins owned by the recently deceased Gil Hodges were underwater, and the other half were occupied by tanks housing his illegal turtles. Gil had been a harmless weirdo, but there was no world in which she was turning over her home to anyone, let alone someone sharing her former neighbor’s genetics (may he rest in peace, obviously). “This has to be some mistake.”

“Gilbert was always too wrapped up in his amphibians to notice we were there,” Gran offered, as though that explained away years of apparent illegal occupation. Lainey felt the blood drain from her face and pool into her toes.

She’d always thought the process of losing everything would be more of a tumultuous roller coaster of misfortunes than the swift kick in the shins of a real estate assessment.

“But Vincent said he’d always wanted me to live there,” Gran added.

At that, every head in the room jutted to attention with wide, wild eyes.

“Vincent … who, Elaine?” Bree said, seemingly baffled.

“Groff, of course.” Gran nodded, and Lainey could feel the wheels in her brain turning slowly.

Bree’s voice went up with each syllable. “Are you saying that one of the most famous architects in the world …”

“The world” was an exaggeration, but between her family’s elite resort and a recent Netflix true-crime documentary on an architectural cult led by a Mary Kay saleswoman who referred to herself as Lady Goddess and believed she was receiving direct transmissions from Vincent Groff’s ghost, he was definitely one of the most famous architects in America. He was the father of the modern environmental architecture movement of the twentieth century and a longtime resident of Timber Creek until he died sometime in the eighties.

“… wanted you to live in your house? Are you saying Vincent Groff designed your house?” Bree’s voice was insistent.

“We dated briefly in my early twenties.” Gran waved her hand as though her courtship with a man who MIT offered multiple courses on had simply never floated to the top of her mind at any point in Lainey’s lifetime. “Apparently, I had inspired the design. I don’t know. Vincent was always so chatty after, it was hard to retain it all. He never managed to finish it, but when I came back to Timber Creek, I paid Vincent a visit before he died and he said, ‘Elaine, Forest’s Bridge was made for you.’”

“Forest’s Bridge?” Mark interjected, just as Bree screeched, “It’s real!?”

Forest’s Bridge was a major draw for Timber Creek tourism. Partly because it was Vincent Groff’s most famous and final residential build before his death. But mostly, because it didn’t actually exist. It was an architectural urban legend. A structural Bigfoot. True believers trudged through the woods each year in search of the final work of a man Architectural Digest once declared “The Greatest American Architect.” Some thought it was hidden behind forest and overgrowth. Others believed it burned down in a fire. Lainey had always been in whichever camp didn’t care either way. Until now, apparently.

“Half of architecture internet doesn’t think Forest’s Bridge exists!” Bree screeched. “The other half thinks it was a tax evasion scheme.”

“Well, it was,” Gran explained. “But it also exists. And we’ve been living in it for decades.”

“Have you lived there for more than twenty years? Exclusively?”

Gran nodded at Mark’s question. The gesture propelled his wheely chair over to the corner of his desk, where a laptop sat between a coffee mug and an overstuffed in-out tray. Without explanation, he started typing furiously.

“Gran, you didn’t …” Lainey wasn’t sure how to respectfully accuse a woman in her early eighties of trading sex for real estate with a lawyer present, so she attempted to do so telepathically. Perhaps some sort of meaningful exchange of services would help their case.

“Goodness, no!” Gran responded. “He was nearly dead by that point. But in his prime, he was one of my most treasured lovers. He had … vision. In the bedroom, I mean.”

“I don’t need to hear any more about the bedroom,” Lainey protested.

Gran didn’t have boyfriends; she had “lovers.” She maintained men lacked the “imagination” required to date longer than a few months.

Mark stopped typing. “Whitney!” He whipped his neck around excitedly, which elicited a pained wince and required a small adjustment to his brace. “Whitney, can you bring Dawn in here? She’s going to love this.”

“What’s happening
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