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            Chapter One

         
         I’ve just finished checking in Mrs. Patel for her silver sneakers water aerobics class, and happily returned to my sketching,
            when my best friend, James, comes up behind me. He rests his chin on my shoulder, his mop of blond hair flopping into his
            icy blue eyes, and leans the bulk of his six-foot-something personal-trainer body onto the old, faded black office chair I’m
            sitting in. The chair squeaks and groans in protest. I try to elbow him off.
         

         
         “No, not there.” He snatches the pencil from my hand and hastily erases the words “cardio machines,” moving them over closer
            to the windows of the giant square I’ve drawn. “Put them over here near the parking lot so they can at least people watch
            while they destroy their gains.”
         

         
         Meet James Manderlay, head of personal training at The Fitness Place. Twenty-eight, avidly anti-cardio—as evidenced by the
            “cardi-no” tank he’s currently sporting—shockingly handsome per half our guests (which is how we refer to the people who slog
            here in their sweats to work out), and owner of well-defined abs, exactly one dimple, and a bank account full of family money,
            thanks to his parents and their sketchy business practices.
         

         
         He’s been my best friend since I moved to this godforsaken town five years ago, nineteen and already desperate for a fresh start. I’d wandered into his parents’ gym looking for a job, and found him on the ground behind the desk. When I asked him if he was okay, he explained he had just been dumped and was waiting for the universe to swallow him up. I nudged his leg and asked him for an application. (I don’t have time for sentimentality. Not when a paycheck is on the line.) James had laughed and dragged himself up long enough to scrounge one up. 

         
         He said he appreciated my tough love.

         
         I didn’t bother asking what other kinds there were.

         
         The Fitness Place didn’t really need another employee, but James convinced his parents to bring me on and I worked hard to
            make sure they never regretted it. It took about a year for them to upgrade me from floater—which meant I did everything from
            stock towels in the locker room to reposition floor heaters on wet or snowy days to cut locks off jammed lockers—to gym attendant,
            which largely consisted of sitting in the workout areas and assisting people who don’t know how to use the machines (awkward,
            because the number of people who think they are using a machine correctly when they are not even in the REALM of correctly
            is staggeringly high).
         

         
         I’d rather pick gum from the gym locks, thank you very much.

         
         Still, it was my job to make sure that nobody went viral for trying to use leg machines to work out their necks or for getting
            thrown off a treadmill because they mistook the speed for the incline setting and hit it up to warp.
         

         
         By then the gym chain had really taken off—five locations and counting—and when the front desk manager left a couple years ago to run one of the new buildings, I got their job. The pay’s decent—maybe most people wouldn’t say so, but it’s the most I’ve ever made—and bonus, it comes with a free gym membership instead of the lousy 15 percent discount they give to other employees. 

         
         The “manager” title is more for bragging rights than any sort of actual authority though. My duties include sitting behind
            the desk, scanning people’s tiny key cards with my giant green scanner, and answering the phone fifty times a day for people
            asking to sign up for various personal training lessons with “dreamy James,” as most of our senior population call him.
         

         
         It might not be that glamorous, but I love it. The smell of the mats, the sound of weights clinking, the feeling of crushing
            your reps or knowing you’re helping someone else crush theirs? There’s nothing better. Nothing. It’s the one place on earth
            I can actually make a difference, for myself and others. Right now, I have to do that within the existing framework of The
            Fitness Place. But someday, if everything goes right, I’ll have my own gym and develop my own programming. Imagine how awesome
            you could make a place if you designed it specifically to be welcoming and accessible to all from the ground up.
         

         
         In fact, I spend almost every spare moment I have sketching out my hypothetical future gym, which is what I was doing before
            James came up and forced his opinions about cardio on me. I know the odds of someone like me actually being able to own a gym fall somewhere on the scale between “never going to happen” and “uncontrollably laughing in my face,”
            but still. It’s all I’ve wanted to do since I was old enough to know what a gym was.
         

         
         “Hey, I gotta ask you something.” James flicks my wrist and then pulls the paper to the side. He scribbles “Lizzie’s Killer Gym” on the top, and then draws a stick figure in the center, careful to add large biceps to it after he’s done. A little arrow points to it, labeled “James.” 

         
         “Wait, why are you in the center of my gym?” I snort and pull the pencil from his hand.

         
         “You wound me,” he says. He falls backward to the ground and mimes being stabbed. “I got you a job and you won’t return the
            favor? I guess I’ll just lay here and DIE THEN.”
         

         
         I see we’ve come full circle.

         
         He’s still sprawled out behind me—refusing to tell me what he really wants unless I promise him a senior role at my imaginary
            gym—when Henry Meyers comes up, his beard trimmed and waxed within an inch of its life. He fixes me with a strained yet polite
            smile, one that says anyone without a mid-six-figure income is beneath him. He drops his keys on the desk, even though I’m
            already holding the scanner, and waits. Okay, then. I rummage through them to his gym card and lift it to the scanner, his
            BMW key tag nearly blinding me under the bright gym lights.
         

         
         “Oh, Jamie!” he says, his smile going wide and genuine at the sight of my dumbass best friend still playing dead behind me.
            “I didn’t see you there.”
         

         
         “Henry,” James says, hopping up in one lithe motion. He flashes Henry his best chemically whitened smile and is it just me
            or is he flexing? I fight the urge to roll my eyes as I slide the keys back to the man in front of me.
         

         
         “All set!” I say cheerfully, but they both ignore me.

         
         Henry leans forward on the counter, positioning his arms to maximize his muscles under his too tight Nike Pro shirt. I glance between them, suddenly feeling like I’m stuck in an episode of National Geographic: The Mating Rituals of the Hot and Wealthy.

         
         I snicker when James shows off his plumage, which in this case means stretching just enough that his “cardi-no” shirt rides
            up, exposing the very bottom of his six-pack, or eight-pack, or shit, I don’t know, it could be a twelve-pack by now. I stopped
            keeping track of his gains somewhere around year three of our friendship, when his mom made him get formally certified instead
            of just hanging out here all the time and he started teaching bored stay-at-home spouses all day. This was more of a last-ditch
            effort by his parents to make him seem respectable than any real support of his interests—and even though he did exactly what
            she asked, she still seems disappointed.
         

         
         His parents, especially his mom, Stella, intimidate me even on their best days. And I am usually not a part of their best
            days. Best days don’t usually require the owners to be on the premises of their lowest volume gym, after all. When we cross
            paths it’s usually because something major is wrong—like the time the sewers backed up into our locker rooms or the time an
            entire busload of seniors coming in from the retirement home got rashes from over-chlorinated pool water.
         

         
         I somehow managed to get blamed for both. Who knew front desk managers were in charge of human waste engineering and properly administering pool chemicals?
         

         
         No matter how much I tell James his mother hates me, he still insists I’m “reading too much into things.”

         
         I’m not. I know I’m not.

         
         Just like I’m not reading too much into the way Stella puts “just a” in front of “personal trainer” whenever she’s introducing James to her “classy” friends. 

         
         But even so, James gets enough attention and swoons from his clients. He doesn’t need me taking attendance every time a new
            muscle or vein appears on his body. Let the clients fawn; I’m just here for the late-night pizza-and-beer binges when one
            of them inevitably breaks James’s heart by being like, ya know, married.
         

         
         “I love your ring, Henry, is that new?” I ask, fake gushing over the platinum and gold band around his finger. It’s not and
            I know it, and it earns me a kick to my chair from James, who is decidedly not preening anymore.
         

         
         “Same old, same old,” Henry says, jerking his hand back. Goodbye, pec cleavage, hello, reminder of holy matrimony.

         
         “And how is the senator these days?”

         
         Henry Meyers is married to Juliana Christiansen, a state senator at least twenty years his senior. I know this because she’s
            friends with James’s mom, Stella. And Stella loves to bring up that friendship in nearly every conversation—“The senator told
            me at brunch the other day . . .” and the like. Henry and the (state) senator have complimentary memberships to our club.
            James’s mom thinks it’s some sort of prestige to have her here sweating all over the equipment—which, by the way, she never
            wipes down after she’s done.
         

         
         “Oh, she’s fine. You know, busy,” he says, clearing his throat and shoving his keys into his gym bag. “Well, I have to go
            get ready for HIIT but it was great to see you, James.”
         

         
         “Always a pleasure,” I say, even though he didn’t mention it being great to see me. A scowl flashes over Henry’s face so quick I almost think I’ve imagined it before he rushes off to the locker room. 

         
         “What was that?” James frowns at me when he’s gone.

         
         “What was what?” I ask, blinking my eyes quickly to express peak innocence.

         
         “You cockblocked me!”

         
         “I think technically his wife, the senator, did that long before I could.” I snort.

         
         “Hey, if I don’t crush your nonsense dreams,” James says, gesturing toward my gym sketch, “you don’t crush mine.”

         
         “Okay, right, except mine is not a nonsense dream.”

         
         James leans down close to my ear and whispers, “It is if you don’t get off your ass, McCarthy.”

         
         And okay, I get his point, sometimes you gotta shoot your shot, I guess. Whether that means flirting with the senator’s very
            hot husband or, like, actually doing something to achieve your dream job. Maybe he’s kind of right; on some level, it is a nonsense dream. But I want it so bad I can taste it.
         

         
         “I am off my ass,” I say, and he raises an eyebrow at my very large, cushioned office chair. “Well, okay, maybe not right
            now I’m not, but in general. I’m thinking about putting in for that gym manager job at the new club.”
         

         
         James seems to consider this for a second. “You are the only worker who actually wants to be here,” he says. Wow. His confidence in me is truly astounding.
         

         
         The new gym is about forty-five minutes away—a bit of a commute, yes, but not bad, and with the raise that comes with it,
            I could afford a more reliable car. James’s parents have been building it for the last six months or so and are finally talking staffing.
         

         
         Sure, it’s not quite owning my own gym, but it’s close. If I got brought on as the general manager, I’d be the big boss. Everything
            would be up to me. Well, everything that isn’t dictated by Stella and George, the actual owners, but still. They can’t keep
            me here scanning key cards forever. At least, I hope not.
         

         
         “You applying today?” he asks.

         
         “No, but soon . . . ish.”

         
         “Uh-huh.”

         
         I fling a pencil at him and spin back around to check in the next client. “What did you want anyway?” I ask him. “You said
            you had to ask me something when you came over, ya know, before the temper tantrum, and the flirting with married men, and—”
         

         
         “Right,” he says, cutting me off. “I need a favor. A big one. I . . .”

         
         I turn back to face him, confused why he trailed off, and am met with his infamous narrow-eyed smirk.

         
         “Immediately no,” I say.

         
         “You don’t even know what I’m about to ask!”

         
         “I know nothing good ever comes out of your face doing that whole . . . thing.” I wave my hand.

         
         “Not true.” James leans forward, his lips widening into a full-on grin. “In fact, I just realized that the favor I need from
            you would also be a favor for you.”
         

         
         I scrunch up my face. “You’re making no sense right now. You know that, right?”

         
         He holds up a finger. “What if I told you that I have an opportunity for us to spend time with my parents and turn you into
            a front-runner for that gym manager job in a way that a shitty résumé never would.”
         

         
         “I would be extremely suspicious. Your parents barely tolerate you, let alone me. Put us together and we’re the Voltron of their disappointment and regrets.”
         

         
         “O ye of little faith,” he huffs and pretends to walk away. “Fine, if you don’t want to know . . .”

         
         “Just tell me.” I sigh. Even when I try to avoid his scheming, I usually get roped in anyway. If I ask now, at least I’ll
            know what I’m up against.
         

         
         James spins my chair around so fast it makes me dizzy. “You know how my sister’s getting married next weekend?”

         
         “How could I forget? Stella’s had me wrapping wedding favors for weeks since I’m ‘on the clock anyway.’” I roll my eyes.

         
         “Okay, well, two birds one stone, then,” James says.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Come to Cara’s wedding with me; that’s what I was coming to ask you anyway. Except now you wouldn’t just be helping me. You
            can also use that time to dazzle my parents so they move your application to the top of the pile and, bonus, you get to enjoy the
            fruits of your labor.” He leans in conspiratorially. “Those Jordan almonds aren’t gonna eat themselves, you know.”
         

         
         “Nope, no way.” If there is anything I want to do less than spend a weekend watching James’s golden-child sister prance around at her Barbie dream wedding, I certainly can’t think
            of it. It’s bad enough my fingers are rubbed raw from all that tulle; she does not get my one weekend off this month too.
         

         
         “Come on, please, please, please.” James falls to his knees begging, as the next client reaches my desk. “This could be so
            good for both of us!”
         

         
         “Will you get up?” I grit through my teeth.

         
         “Lizzie, please! I—”

         
         “Don’t you have a class to teach, James?” Roger asks as he walks up, swinging his keys on a lanyard. He’s the general manager
            of this gym, number 105 (because Stella insisted on calling the first gym 101, like she’d opened a hundred before it). While
            I’m used to people yelling at me, Roger is quite possibly the only person here—besides me, of course—brave enough to take that tone with James.
         

         
         “Not for ten minutes, boss,” James says, with a mock salute. Roger frowns.

         
         “I don’t like you hanging around the desk distracting Lizzie. What if someone complains?”

         
         To his mother? I fight the urge to say. Fat chance.
         

         
         “Wouldn’t dream of causing any problems, Roger,” James says, standing up. “And Lizzie, think about it, okay?” He starts to
            leave and then turns back to press his hands together and mouth the word “please” to me.
         

         
         Shit, he is not going to let this one go.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         It’s my day off.

         
         I should be spending it working on my résumé, but instead I woke up to three texts from James begging me to go to the wedding
            with him and, even worse, a dozen texts from my mom. She’s complaining that her cable was turned off and her electric is overdue,
            which means it is now My Problem to Solve for HerTM. Mom’s problems have a habit of becoming mine, and I learned long ago it’s easier to cut them off at the pass then hope they’ll
            go away or, god forbid, assume she’ll fix them herself.
         

         
         She will not. It’s never been her style.

         
         Mom and I were broke, like broke-broke, when I was growing up. We lived in a half-abandoned town that didn’t have much to
            show for it except for an empty Kmart, a Burger King, and a crumbling gym that boasted a $9.99 a month membership fee. Mom
            made friends with the woman who managed it, who was all too happy to look the other way when mom left me at the gym day care
            all day instead of just the one-hour limit.
         

         
         While other kids were learning the alphabet, I was learning how to disinfect gym mats. We are not the same.

         
         And it wasn’t any better at home either. Mom’s life has just been one long string of addictions, evictions, and choices that couldn’t have been worse if she tried. And I’ve always been the one who has to pick up the pieces—whether that means sending half my paycheck for her bills or spending my only childhood scraping her off bar floors. 

         
         When you have a mother like Pattie, you figure out real quick that the only one you can depend on is yourself—and unfortunately,
            the only one she can depend on is you.
         

         
         That kind of responsibility grinds itself into your DNA and becomes a part of you even if you don’t want it to. Even my “fresh
            start” at nineteen only brought me twenty minutes down the highway. I couldn’t really leave my mom—even though everything in me was telling me that I should—but I could get myself a little breathing room, at
            least.
         

         
         Which is why I linger at my apartment for a while, instead of rushing right over. I even stop at the gym to get in a quick
            workout to steel my spine, like every weight I lift will make me stronger inside and out. No day can truly be shitty if you’re crushing your PR or at least trying to, right?
         

         
         I get cut off twice trying to parallel park near my mom’s building, but I can’t tell if I even really mind. I just circle
            the block aimlessly, waiting for someone to leave. It’s totally fine.
         

         
         But then my phone buzzes as I finally pull into a spot.

         
         
            YOU COMING IN OR WHAT?

         

         Shit. All caps. She’s pissed. She must have been tracking me on Find My Friends.

         
         When I bought her new phone—on my plan, no less—the man at the store “helpfully” set it up for us. I think he thought he was doing me a favor: now I could easily keep track of my mom or whatever. I didn’t have the heart to tell him she’s way younger than she looks—a life of booze and god knows what else will do that to you—or that the only one liable to get tracked now was me. 

         
         
            LIZZIE

         

         Thanks so much, Apple Store dude!

         
         “Hey, Ma!” I say cheerfully as I walk in her door. “Smells good in here.”

         
         It doesn’t. It smells like stale cigarette smoke and burned food, but she lit the sugar cookie candle I gave her for Christmas
            last year, so I decide to play along.
         

         
         “Such a charmer,” she grunts out around the cigarette dangling from her lip. “Took you long enough.”

         
         “I couldn’t find a spot.”

         
         “Oh, ’s that why you went to the gym?” she slurs.

         
         Awesome! She’s drunk before noon. Love this for me. I wonder if it would be weird if I just grabbed her bills and ran, like
            some kind of reverse home invasion—we don’t steal things, we hook you up with 257 cable channels and counting!—but decide
            that it probably would be.
         

         
         “I had to pick up my paycheck,” I lie, because there’s no sense arguing with her when she’s like this.

         
         My excuse seems to settle her, and she falls back against her oversize chair. “I’m missing my stories,” she says and gestures
            to the black screen of the TV. “HDMI2” blinks lazily in the corner, waiting for input that will never come.
         

         
         Well, until I pay the bill.

         
         “What happened, Mom? I just gave you money a couple weeks ago.”

         
         She leans forward. “I don’t go asking you how you spend your money. Now, take your coat off, stay awhile.”

         
         I do as I’m told, not bothering to point out that if I’m the one supplying the money then maybe, just maybe, I do have the
            right to ask.
         

         
         Definitely not worth the argument though.

         
         Things with me and my mom are . . . complicated. When things are good, she’s actually kinda fun to be around. I can at least
            see where I get my sarcasm from, our visits turning into mini improv sets slash bitch sessions. But when they’re not good—and
            things haven’t been good for years now—she can strip you down to the bone with one withering look. You never know what version
            you’re going to get until it’s too late.
         

         
         It’s why I left in the first place, even if I didn’t make it that far.

         
         “How’s work?” she asks, and a part of me knows she’s just asking to make sure my hours are steady so that I can keep passing
            part of my check on to her. But I let myself imagine, just a little, that she’s asking because she cares.
         

         
         I’m halfway through telling her about this new training program I’m working on with James that I’m wildly excited about when
            she gets up and starts rustling through the papers on her kitchen table. She selects a couple and drops them into my lap.
         

         
         Right. The bills.

         
         “I called and if you pay before five, they’ll turn my TV back on tonight,” Mom says, with a look that makes me wonder if she thinks she’s the one doing me a favor. “You can pay right at the grocery store. I asked.”
         

         
         I’m sure she did.

         
         I sigh and pull open the first bill. It’s her cable company and it’s three months behind. Next comes electric. That number
            hurts to look at. I can cover it, but it’s gonna just about wipe me out.
         

         
         “Mom,” I say, but she waves me off. She heads back into the kitchen and pulls a sandwich out of the fridge. Peanut butter
            and fluff, cut in triangles with the crusts cut off. My favorite from as far back as I can remember.
         

         
         “I made you this, baby girl,” she says, setting the plate on her coffee table in front of me. “Thought you might be hungry.”

         
         Is it manipulative? Yes.

         
         Do I love that she made it for me anyway? Also yes.

         
         I shove the bills into my bag and the sandwich into my face. It feels like old times, like good times if you squint.

         
         Until she breaks this happy silence with an offer to text me the address of the closest grocery store. She pinned it on Apple
            Maps apparently, right after getting off the phone with the cable company.
         

         
         “Just trying to be helpful and all,” she says.

         
         Right. Yeah.

         
         At least this gives me an exit.

         
         “I better head out, then,” I say, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek before carrying my dish over to the sink. “The sooner
            I get there, the sooner you’re turned back on.”
         

         
         She beams, and I know I said just the right thing. I hurry to pull on my coat and get out the door before she changes her
            mind.
         

         
         Short and sweet.

         
         Well, short and sweet and expensive, but still. I’ve made it out relatively unscathed, I realize, and relief floods me as I dart down the stairs in front of her building and onto the sidewalk. But just as quickly as the relief comes, it goes, leaving behind an aching loneliness that only seems to hit in situations like this. 

         
         When I was younger, I used to let myself wallow in it, just drown right in all the what-ifs. What if Mom took care of me? What if Mom decided to get sober? What if Mom wasn’t such a goddamned narcissist?

         
         It’s pointless, though. I’ve learned the answers to those questions inside and out. She doesn’t, she won’t, and she always
            will be.
         

         
         James texts me again as I’m getting into my car—a quick reminder that it’s Bachelor night, and he’ll be over to watch as soon as he finishes up with his last client later this evening . . . followed, of course,
            by another text begging me to consider being his plus-one.
         

         
         As annoying as he can be, he’s the closest thing I have to real family. If anything, this visit to my mom cemented it. James
            gave me a job and friendship when I had neither, and let me crash on his couch until I got my first paycheck instead of leaving
            me to sleep in my car. As impossible as it is to ever repay that, I’ll be damned if I won’t keep trying.
         

         
         I stare down at his text for a beat, steeling myself before I reply.

         
         
            
               
                  Alright, alright. We’ll figure out the wedding thing tonight.

               

            

         
         The wall of smiley emojis he sends back is blinding.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “Have I told you lately how amazing you are?”

         
         James is standing at my front door, holding out two bags of what smells like takeout from my favorite Chinese restaurant,
            Golden Bird. It’s our weekly Tuesday night date to watch The Bachelor. Yes, I know it airs on Mondays, but I can’t afford to pay my cable and Mom’s, so I have to wait the twenty-four hours for it to hit my shitty, ad-filled Hulu plan. James, to his credit, never
            complains.
         

         
         “This sudden burst of adoration wouldn’t have anything to do with me agreeing to hear you out about this wedding thing, would
            it?” I take the bags from him and head into the kitchen with a smile. While this is a standing dinner date, I don’t normally
            have a say in what we eat. Mainly because my tastes skew . . . shall we say down from those of Mr. “My Body Is a Temple”  over there. If he’s bribing me with Golden Bird, he must be truly desperate.
         

         
         I arch my eyebrow at his answering grin, but then he pushes past me to where I keep my plates—a chipped hand-me-down set my mom gave me when I got my first apartment. They were supposed to be temporary, but I tell myself I keep them because I like them and not because I just can’t bear to spend what little money I have on something that nobody but me, and once a week James, will ever see. 

         
         “I got you General Tso’s Bean Curd!” he says in a singsong voice, already heaping food onto my plate. He’s careful to drizzle
            a little—but not too much—of the sauce onto my sticky rice. In this house we don’t say “I love you,” we say, “I have learned
            your random food quirks and I support you.”
         

         
         “I noticed,” I say, as he shoves the plate at me with the enthusiasm of a Labrador puppy freshly out of the crate.

         
         He scoops some onto his own plate with an exaggerated flourish and an “mmmmm, smells so good!” that couldn’t sound more fake
            if he tried. James has never hesitated to tell me that this isn’t real Chinese food. That he had real Chinese food during
            the two years he spent traveling the world after college. That this is knockoff, Americanized fast food and it sucks, thank you very much.
         

         
         I may not have backpacked across most of Europe and parts of Asia, but I know good food. Of which Golden Bird is the pinnacle.

         
         I know, I know, for someone obsessed with the idea of opening a gym, I eat like shit. And that’s largely true. I like to eat
            cheap and hearty and that doesn’t usually translate to healthy. But when you grow up the way I did, cheap and hearty is all
            you know. I don’t think I even had a vegetable that wasn’t out of a can until I moved out, and even then, they were always
            frozen until I started hanging out with James.
         

         
         I fully intend to have a nutritionist on staff at my new place. I might even go to them. But, like, not on Bachelor night.
         

         
         I follow James to my living room and we both plop on the couch. It’s a nice oversize one, way too big for my living room but way too comfy to pass up when James offered it to me for free. The dude gets a new couch annually. He says he gets bored. I wonder what it must be like to have the time and money to get bored of your couch. 

         
         I shove a giant piece of bean curd into my mouth, savoring it while James pulls up the show on my laptop and hits play. Curiosity
            about why he thinks this wedding thing is such a good idea wells up inside me, and I’m losing my battle to wait him out.
         

         
         “Tonight, on the most dramatic season of . . .” the host blares on.

         
         “So, the wedding?” I blurt out. “I thought you were going with—”

         
         “Shhhhhh, Queen Cassie is speaking.”

         
         I roll my eyes. “She’s obviously only there because of the producers! She’s not even a real contender! Before I fully commit
            to doing this, I have a couple quest—”
         

         
         “Shhhh!” he says, this time louder, his eyes fixed to the screen. But I notice his knee is bouncing, one of his only stress
            tells. I study his face for a second, and then decide to just go with it. He’ll tell me what this is really all about when
            he’s ready; waiting is what best friends do.
         

         
         It takes two helpings of bean curd and three commercial breaks before he turns to me and blurts out, “Okay, so basically you’ll
            be my date.”
         

         
         “What?” I sputter, because yes, as the only two queer people that work at The Fitness Place, we definitely did gravitate toward
            each other, but only in the platonic sense. James is gay, and while I’m personally an equal opportunity dater, beefcake boys
            like him are not my type at all.
         

         
         James rolls his eyes. “Not my date-date, just like my plus-one slash shield me from family drama slash ongoing moral support. It’s just . . . you know how my mom is.” 

         
         “That sales pitch needs a little work. I’m not really getting the ‘fun opportunity to dazzle your parents’ vibe you’ve been
            promising. What’s really going on?”
         

         
         James rubs his face. “Do you even get how embarrassing it is to have to ask you to do this for me?”

         
         “Wow, thanks for that,” I say.

         
         “I didn’t mean it like that, I just meant . . .” He drops his head back. “Dana dumped me. Again. I didn’t want to tell you
            because I know you were all ‘exes are exes for a reason,’ but yeah. And I already told my mom I was bringing someone, so . . .”
         

         
         I sigh and tug him in closer for a hug, resisting the urge to say I told you so. This isn’t exactly out of the norm for him,
            and I think we both saw this coming from miles away. James is that perfect kind of pretty that has him cycling through relationships
            without even meaning to. He doesn’t sleep around or anything, and he’s definitely not what you’d call a fuckboy, but he is
            a total flirt without even realizing it (or when it comes to Henry-the-senator’s-husband, sometimes with realizing it). Which means half the time someone wants to date him, it’s because they think he’s going to be just another
            easy fling, another pretty notch on their bedpost.
         

         
         Unfortunately, James falls in love the way other people change their underwear. Five minutes in he’s naming their future kids
            and debating the merits of daisies versus chrysanthemums for their inevitable hipster barn wedding décor. More often than
            not, his dates freak and end up ghosting him. Like Dana’s done twice now, apparently.
         

         
         And for as much as James pathologically wants to commit, I absolutely never ever do. Collectively, we make one well-rounded human. Separately, we’re both kind of disasters. He’s the brother I never had and always wished for. 

         
         We make quite the pair, a couple of queers, inching our way toward the wrong side of thirty, coming together once a week to
            watch people younger (in both our cases) and hotter (in my case) hand out roses that one of us would be desperate for (him)
            and one of us would puke if we got (me).
         

         
         “I’m sorry about Dana,” I say, ruffling his hair. “But there are plenty of other dudes in the sea.”

         
         “Are there, Lizzie? Are there? I’m twenty-eight! I’m practically one of those dried up corpses from that vampire show you
            forced on me.”
         

         
         So okay, maybe he wasn’t kidding that time he said The Vampire Diaries gave him nightmares. I assumed it was the monsters, but maybe it was just his fear of being ancient wreaking havoc on his
            subconscious. My bad.
         

         
         “You’re hardly desiccated.” I snort. “And if you were, we’d just get you some blood. Problem solved.”

         
         “Ha-ha, very funny. Seriously, Lizzie. I need you!” He pouts. “I’m in my hour of need!!!! I got dumped!”

         
         “Okay, before this convo goes any farther, I would just like to point out that I believe marriage is a stupid social institution
            designed to trap women and treat them as commodities. So, by agreeing to accompany you, I’d be abandoning my moral fortitude.”
         

         
         “Noted,” he says. “But remind me what part of your morals allowed you to stick your tongue down two different bridesmaids’
            throats that time we crashed a wedding in Newport?”
         

         
         “Queer chaos trumps moral fortitude, especially when making out is involved.”

         
         James laughs. “Right, right, the morality of making out. Got it.”

         
         “And also, it’s kind of weird that I’ve never even met Cara. Didn’t she like run off to NYC to be a real estate lawyer and
            abandon your whole family? What’s even up with that?”
         

         
         “She’s just been very busy!”

         
         “For eight years?”

         
         “I guess!” he all but wails. “I flew down that one time though!”

         
         “But still, I haven’t met her. And you’re asking me to go to her wedding.”

         
         “As my friend-date,” he says.

         
         “Right, but on top of that, may I remind you that your parents are, you know, my bosses?! I know you consider that a feature,
            not a bug, but the way your mom has been stressed out about this wedding and how much they need to impress the senator . . . ” I say. “You’re trying to spin this as an opportunity for me too, but don’t you think I might just piss them off more
            by being there?”
         

         
         “What if I pay you, then?” he asks. “Name your price, seriously. I’m desperate.”

         
         “Holy shit, you cannot pay me to go to this wedding with you. What kind of person would I be if I accepted that?”

         
         “Lizzie, please. I’m begging you. Do not make me face this alone. My mom will be trying to set me up with everyone and Cara
            will think I’m a fucking loser in the face of her perfect fiancé and perfect vineyard wedding. Did you know Max has political aspirations? Of course he does, they’re the perfect power couple!” he spits out. “All I ever hear about from Mom is how they’re so wonderful, and so smart, and how they’re going to make the cutest babies. Fuck.” 

         
         “I don’t even know who Max is,” I say but he ignores me.

         
         “All my parents care about is that his family is old money and has important political ties.” He groans. “Lizzie, don’t make me go alone and sit there with all of those boring people. Please, please, please, I’m on my
            knees here.”
         

         
         He’s not, but when I raise my eyebrows, he starts to slide down, like a repeat of last time is all that’s missing from the
            equation. I shove him with my shoulder, and he sheepishly sits back up on the couch.
         

         
         “What about taking Mina instead? If you’re hell-bent on bringing a friend, at least they like her way more than they like
            me.”
         

         
         “In case you haven’t noticed, Mina is like eight months pregnant. You’re my only hope.”

         
         “Come on, man,” I say, even though I can already tell I’m definitely going to give in, and I’m sure he can too.

         
         I glance at the screen just in time to see Queen Cassie shoving her finger in another girl’s chest. James is missing all the
            good stuff. James is making me miss all the good stuff.
         

         
         “Have I mentioned yet that you’d be at the family table?”

         
         “I thought you were trying to sell me on this, not make it sound even more hellish.”

         
         “I’m serious,” he says. “You would have practically the whole night to show them how awesome you are. That’s a huge leg up
            on the competition.”
         

         
         “James, I love you, I do, but I promise they are not going to want to talk about my promotion at their daughter’s wedding.
            Nice try.”
         

         
         “Well, no,” James agrees. “It’s not like I’m saying pitch yourself for the job while she’s walking down the aisle, but you would have so much face time. They’ll get to really know you outside of the gym. Then when they go to look at your application they’ll just be like ‘Oh god, we already love Lizzie. Remember how great she was at Cara’s wedding? She’s hired!’” 

         
         I would hate his confidence if I didn’t already love him for it.

         
         “Goddammit.” I sigh, because it’s nice to have somebody who believes in me, but I’m not giving him the satisfaction of admitting
            that.
         

         
         James’s face breaks into a smile like he sees right through me. He stabs some bean curd with my fork and slips to one knee,
            holding it out like a ring.
         

         
         “Lizzie McCarthy, will you accept this rose, er, tofu, and be my best-friend date to Cara’s wedding?”

         
         I laugh so hard I snort before taking a bite and chewing thoughtfully. “I guess, since you’re so desperate and all.”

         
         He squeals and tackles me, right as a contestant shoves Queen Cassie into the pool.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         Cara’s wedding is a destination affair at a high-end vineyard in the Finger Lakes that’s become the upstate place for weddings. Unfortunately, being four hours away, it requires a two-night stay—one for the rehearsal dinner
            the night before, and then one the night of the wedding, something James helpfully left out until last night when he helped
            me pack.
         

         
         I don’t know that it would have changed my answer, if I’m being truthful. The way he’s been a jumble of anxiety over this—I
            hate how he always feels like he’s living in his sister’s shadow. So no, there was no way I was letting him go through this
            alone. And besides, a free vacation to a place that doesn’t suck, where I don’t have to look at the laundry piling up around
            my apartment? I’ll take it.
         

         
         James had been pissed that his mom had booked a double for him and Dana versus the king suite that was available. He was insulted
            not by the cheapness, but by the coddling, as if they weren’t going to sleep together anyway, or maybe even push the beds
            together if they wanted to get really wild. I think we’re both grateful for that now, as we drag our luggage out of the back
            of his Audi e-tron.
         

         
         Stella is waiting for us as we walk up the steps to the “inn,” a large, mansion-type building situated in the middle of the property to accommodate wedding parties and the like. (Most of the guests are staying off-property, though, at an assortment of luxury Airbnbs that Stella handpicked to perfection.) There are only about a dozen rooms here, each one high-end and beautiful: the bridal suite, which of course goes to Cara; two king suites, one of which remains empty; and then an assortment of doubles and singles to accommodate those of us special enough to be considered inner circle, but not important enough for the level of class and comfort the others enjoy. No wonder James is salty. 

         
         Stella’s face registers surprise as she sees me approach with her son. “Elizabeth,” she says, even though I hate being called
            that. She grabs both of my hands warmly, while shooting her son a questioning look. “What a pleasant surprise. I didn’t realize
            that you’d be joining us today.” She spreads my hands apart and glances me up and down, like she’s really taking in my appearance.
            “And you look so nice!”
         

         
         I’m in my traveling clothes, which are literally some leggings and a sheer top over a tank top, but I don’t know. I guess
            anything looks better than the stupid navy polos we have to wear at The Fitness Place. It’s possible that Stella believed
            those were the only clothes I owned.
         

         
         “Yeah, Dana couldn’t make it and I didn’t want to come alone,” James says, sparing me any more of his mother’s inquisition
            and pulling her into a hug. I step back, grateful to have his mother’s laser beam eyes off me—and their look of you don’t belong here—if only for a second.
         

         
         She hugs him hard, leaning back to squeeze his chin. “You wouldn’t have been alone! You’re with family!” Then she buries her face in his shoulder as if to emphasize the last word. James mimes shooting himself in the head and I swallow a laugh. 

         
         As if Stella isn’t over-the-top enough in day-to-day life, Wedding Planner Mother of the Bride Stella is apparently ten times
            worse.
         

         
         “Now let’s get you checked in,” she says, grabbing both of our wrists and dragging us up the beautiful wooden steps—lightly
            stained to look weathered, but in a somehow still pretentious way.
         

         
         James compliments the lobby for being “farmhouse modern minimalist chic,” but truly those words mean less to me strung together
            than they all do apart. All I know is that it’s heavy on the wood and weird angles, and every chair in the lobby looks achingly
            uncomfortable to sit on.
         

         
         Stella leads us to the counter, where a friendly faced attendant with a man bun and a name tag that reads Ramón is waiting for us, already typing away at the computer in front of him.
         

         
         “Ramón. Ramón!” Stella calls as if he isn’t already watching us. “Ramón, our next guest has arrived! My son, he’s in the first-floor
            double.” I wonder for the first time how long she’s been in this lobby. If she’s been haunting it like the telltale heart,
            if Ramón wants to take a hammer to her—
         

         
         “Pleasure to meet you, sir,” Ramón says, his eye contact lingering on James just a little too long.

         
         “James, please,” he says, “and the pleasure’s all mine.” And oh my god. Great. Perfect. I knew I was going to end up being
            the third wheel this weekend somehow, I just didn’t think it would start at check-in.
         

         
         “Ramón,” Stella says and taps her fingers on the desk.

         
         And yeah, I think Cara definitely had the right idea when she ran off to the city and never looked back.

         
         What I can’t figure out is why she bothered coming back for the wedding. From what I heard from Stella’s incessant warbling
            around the gym, it sounds like she let her mom run the show carte blanche. Well . . . “let” might be a strong word for whatever
            happened here.
         

         
         Ramón snaps his attention away from James long enough to swipe two magnetic key cards.

         
         “James and Dana, I presume, two nights in our—”

         
         “No, Dana is my ex-boyfriend. We broke up ages ago,” James lies. “This is my best friend, Lizzie. My platonic soulmate that I have no romantic interest in. Filling in as my plus-one like a good friend,” he explains, like Ramón really needed to know any of that. Beside him, Stella quietly scoffs at the idea of me being her
            son’s anything, let alone best friend and platonic soulmate—not that James notices. It’s fine. It’s fine. And hey, at least
            it distracted her from James’s other, bigger admission, that he and Dana broke up again.
         

         
         “Oh, excellent.” Ramón beams, passing us our keycards. “That explains the double beds.”

         
         “That it does.” James smiles.

         
         I take my card with an apologetic shrug. “Well, I’ll just leave you two to it, then,” I say, dragging my suitcase behind me.
            “Me and my platonic ass will be in the double bed to the right, watching HGTV, if anyone needs me before dinner.”
         

         
         Stella frowns at my word choice, but can’t disguise being pleased at the fact that James is ditching me already. She looks back at where Ramón and James are still eye-fucking each other over a pseudo-marble countertop, and I wonder if she’s trying to decide which is the lesser evil: me or a random hotel worker. 

         
         And suddenly this all feels like a colossal mistake. The kind of colossal mistake that leaves you feeling dizzy and nauseous.
            How am I supposed to schmooze someone who can’t stand my presence? What am I even doing here? I don’t belong at upstate vineyards
            or fancy weddings.
         

         
         “You’re reading into this too much,” I say quietly, even though it sounds like a lie. It’s James’s lie—one he tells me every
            time I complain about his mother, one that he would tell me right now if I said I heard her scoff. Normally I hate that he
            doesn’t take me seriously, but right now I desperately want it to be true.
         

         
         I pick up the pace, my suitcase bopping into my heels as it gets caught and uncaught on the carpet. Who puts carpet in hallways?
            Well, I guess a lot of people, but that’s not the point. The point is if you’re going to carpet a hotel hallway you need to
            go with something light, something industrial and sturdy, not this fluffy shit I’m practically swimming in on the way to the
            room.
         

         
         Finally, finally, I get to my door. Dragging my suitcase over with one final grunt, I press the card to the door scanner.
            It doesn’t unlock.
         

         
         I press it again. And instead of a green light and a beep beep, I get a red light and a buzzing sound.

         
         I try it faster. And faster. And slower.

         
         Scan, turn, push. Scan, turn, push ad infinitum while the door stays stubbornly locked.

         
         I’m going to lose it. I am absolutely going to lose it. I kick the door and slide down to the floor. I’ll just sit here for the next two days, or at least until James comes up with a working key to save me. No way am I going back and interrupting him and Ramón, and no way am I going to find Stella and beg for help. It’s going to take a good long hot shower before I can wash the sound of her scoff out of my head. If I have to see her again right now, I’ll scream. 

         
         I drop my head back against the door, eyes closed. Please just kill me now.

         
         “Need help?” A woman’s voice makes me jump.

         
         I jerk my head and am met with the biggest pair of brown eyes I’ve ever seen. I instantly think of cows. Wait. I don’t mean . . .
            Like she doesn’t look like a cow, just her eyes are big and soulful and tender like cows’. In a good way. Hot cow eyes. Wait,
            that’s weird.
         

         
         I swallow hard and try to reset.

         
         The woman pushes some of her long brown hair out of the way, tucking it back to reveal the cutest ears on earth. “Um,” she
            says, licking perfect pink lips that have the most delicate cupid’s bow I’ve ever seen. She raises her eyebrows, groomed and
            arched to the latest trend, as a small smile ghosts across her face. “Are you okay?”
         

         
         And shit. Shit, I’ve been staring too long, categorically memorizing every inch of her face like I’ve never seen a hot girl
            before. Beautiful, I mean. Beautiful girl. No, woman. Shit. I’m the worst. At least
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