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Praise for Falon Ballard’s charming rom-coms:

‘With its sharp writing, hilarious banter, and delightful characters, Just My Type is an absolutely perfect romantic comedy. I only wish I could read it again for the first time!’

Lacie Waldon

‘Falon Ballard delivers a page-turning second-chance romance bursting with crackling banter and delightful characters, anchored by a layered, emotional, and sexy love story at the center. I couldn’t put it down!’

Ava Wilder

‘Just My Type sparks with enemies-to-lovers wit and dazzles with Los Angeles flair. A fabulous, banterrific workplace rom-com, and just our type of romance’

Emily Wibberley & Austin Siegemund-Broka

‘Everything about Falon Ballard’s writing cuts straight to the heart. With supremely relatable characters, sparkling wit, and a second-chance rivals-to-lovers romance to die for, Just My Type is an unputdownable showstopper! Ballard’s fresh and affirming voice reminds readers what it’s like to fall in love, and what it means to love yourself most of all. An auto-buy author guaranteed to skyrocket straight to the top of TBRs everywhere!’

Courtney Kae

‘Just My Type is a must read. With the perfect swirl of lovable characters, sizzling chemistry, and perfectly crafted humor, Ballard’s sophomore novel is a story you won’t want to put down. Falon Ballard is an auto-buy author for me and she always delivers stories that take up residence in my heart – this new story is no exception!’

Denise Williams

‘A hopeful, heartwarming debut. With a relatable disaster of a protagonist and an adorably nerdy hero, this opposites-attract, roommates-to-lovers romance is a true delight’

Rachel Lynn Solomon

‘Sadie is a firecracker of a protagonist who’s very aware of her flaws, and Jack is her perfect counterpart, embracing all of her rough edges with softness and understanding. Lease on Love warmly and wittily underscores that none of us are perfect, but we are all worthy, we are all enough; we all deserve to be loved, not just by others, but by ourselves too’

Sarah Hogle

‘Lease on Love is a crackling, compulsively readable debut about forging new career and romantic paths, finding strength in found family, and discovering what it truly means to be “home”. I enjoyed every minute of it!’

Suzanne Park

‘[A] fun and light read . . . Ballard intersperses the book with text conversations (emojis and all) between Sadie and Jack, as well as her group conversation with her friends, that make readers feel like they’re really part of the story. When Sadie’s and Jack’s feelings for each other are finally realized, you can’t help but celebrate alongside the characters’

USA Today

‘Laugh-out-loud banter, smart characters, and heartfelt charm . . . this rom-com has it all!’

Woman’s World

‘[A] cozy romance’

PopSugar

‘This charming story of new beginnings and emotional growth has a sassy and likable narrator in Sadie, and the novel keeps a light tone despite touching on difficult subjects like toxic families and grief . . . Readers who enjoy female entrepreneurs, found family, and gentle romantic leads will enjoy’

Library Journal

‘The romantic beats and the slow-burning attraction between [Sadie and Jack] are things to savor . . . Ballard sweetly explores the ways they complement one another and also how they hope to reinvent themselves following catastrophic personal changes’

Kirkus

‘[A] quirky, heartwarming contemporary romance . . . Ballard’s snappy prose and unconventional couple charm, and she gets some good chuckles out of skewering the New York City real estate market. Meanwhile, stellar supporting characters (especially Sadie’s besties Gemma, Nick, and Harley) provide a solid underpinning to this enjoyable tale. This is a treat’

Publishers Weekly

‘Ballard’s debut novel, a fantastic read for fans of The Flatshare (2019), is a sharply funny roommates-to-lovers, opposites-attract rom-com . . . With profound sensitivity, Ballard shows how therapy and each other’s company help Jack deal with his grief and Sadie with her low self-esteem and negative self-image’
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Ever since a disastrous high-school break-up, Lana Parker has bounced from one long-term relationship to the next – she even works as a dating and relationship columnist. So, when Lana suddenly finds herself single, she’s ready for a break, personally and professionally.

But then her high-school ex, Seth Carson, takes an assignment at Lana’s website. Having spent years travelling the world as a freelance journalist, Seth’s finally ready to put down roots, even if it means treading on some toes.

Pitted against each other for a shot at a dream job, Seth and Lara are each tasked with writing an article series that goes against their usual dating type: Lana will write about being – and staying – single, while Seth learns how to become boyfriend material.

With their careers on the line, Seth and Lana’s chemistry is just as combative – and undeniable – as ever. But when these two square off, it’s not only their careers on the line – it’s also their hearts.
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To all the moms—you’re doing a great job;
and especially to my mom, who has
always done the best job




1


They invite you to a place that has special meaning to the two of you.

—Lana Parker, “Ten Signs Your Partner Might Be About to Propose”



I’M HAVING AN ELLE WOODS MOMENT.

And not a “wearing a pink power suit, getting into Harvard Law, smashing the patriarchy” Elle Woods moment.

More like a “hysterically crying in a public place because instead of being proposed to I’m getting dumped” Elle Woods moment.

The good news is I haven’t actually started to cry yet. Which is a relief because my mouth is hanging open in complete and utter shock, and adding heaving sobs to the mix would make for a huge, snotty mess. A literal one, not just the figurative one my life has become.

“I’m sorry, what did you just say to me?”

“I said, I think we should break up.”

I stare at the stupid, stupid man sitting across from me. I don’t want to see Evan’s stupid, stupid face for even one second longer, but I can’t seem to look away, my face frozen in a mixture of horror and WTF-ery. I force my eyes shut, hoping against hope that when I reopen them, all of this will have been some kind of sick joke.

But it’s not.

When I open my eyes—eyes Evan once told me weren’t just brown but brown with flecks of gold—he’s still there. Still watching me with a gaze full of pity.

I wish I could channel a Real Housewife and throw my dirty martini in his face, but that would require a level of motor function I don’t seem to have. Also, something tells me I’m going to need the liquid courage to survive the rest of this night.

Finally, after several minutes of painful silence, Evan reaches over and pats my hand. Like I’m some grandma he helped across the street and not the woman he’s been dating the last four years.

“I know this isn’t what you were expecting, Lana Banana.” His stupid, stupid mouth curls up in a condescending hint of a smile.

I always hated that nickname. Lana doesn’t even rhyme with banana.

Stupid. Stupid.

I’m so fucking stupid.

I yank my hand out from under his, the mere touch of his skin on mine enough to give me the icks. “I thought you brought me here to propose.” I mean for it to come out accusatory, but instead my voice hitches with a tinge of whine.

A proposal is a reasonable assumption when the man you’ve been in a committed relationship with for four years plans dinner at the restaurant where you had your first date. Assuming the man isn’t a stupid, stupid asshole.

Evan’s face scrunches up like the very thought of marrying me is painful. “Oh.” He nods slowly, in a way he probably thinks is wise and sage and Gandalf-esque. “I can see now how you might’ve misinterpreted this.”

“How I might have misinterpreted this?” My voice screeches and several patrons at surrounding tables subtly—and not so subtly—turn our way. I reach for my martini and for a second really consider how good it would feel to watch the olive-green-tinted liquid drip down his self-tanned face.

But then I wouldn’t get to drink it. I chug the remainder of the cocktail before holding my empty glass in the air.

A server rushes over and removes the glass from my hand, as if he’s been waiting for me to chuck it at someone.

“Hi, yes, more of these please.” When the server gives me a wary look, I point across the table. “This motherfucker thought it was appropriate to bring me—his girlfriend of four years—to our first-date spot to break up with me.”

He winces sympathetically. “I’ll just keep them coming then?”

I salute him with my invisible glass. “Good man.”

The keeper of the martinis, a.k.a. my new best friend, scampers off.

Leaving us with a silence that now doesn’t feel painful as much as it does heavy. The longer we sit and stare at each other, the more my ire flattens into defeat.

“Can I ask why?” I try to remove any anger from the question so he knows that I mean it, that I really want to know. Even though I’m not totally sure myself.

He sighs and picks up my hand again, but this time the gesture is one of comfort, as if there’s a chance we might actually walk away from this still friends. “Lana, you don’t want to be with me any more than I want to be with you. You know the two of us aren’t actually right for each other.”

“Then why have we been together for so long, Evan?” I might as well be asking myself that question since I know he’s right; the two of us don’t belong together. We shouldn’t be dating, let alone thinking about getting married.

His grip on my hand tightens. “Do you want the real, honest answer?”

I purse my lips, nodding, even though only half of me—the sadistic half—wants the truth.

“Every girl I dated before you hated my mother, and I liked how you two clicked. I get that she and I have a relationship that might be closer than most, but I never thought it’d be an issue in my dating life. But all my old girlfriends complained about her and how much time she and I spent together, and how much I shared with her.” A hint of an apology darkens his eyes, also brown, though with zero flecks of gold.

“Until me.”

“You know, sometimes I think you like her better than me,” he grumbles under his breath.

I don’t refute his comment, which he takes for the confirmation it is. Judy is one kick-ass woman—was I not supposed to hang out with her when she asked?

“It was a nice change for a while, but then I realized I don’t think I want to be married to someone who’s got Olympic-level mommy issues.” He crosses his arms over his chest and an actual pout forms on his thin lips. How quickly we’ve moved from a semi-rational conversation to throwing barbs.

“Oh, is that the newest Olympic event? Damn, I can’t believe I missed the trials.” I slip back into sarcasm like it’s my favorite old Princess Leia T-shirt, comforting and safe.

“Lana—”

“Look, Evan”—two can play the condescending game, and I drip it into my voice like I’m pouring salted caramel on a sundae—“I really have nothing left to say to you other than you better drop some serious cash on this table before you leave. I’m going to be drinking on your tab for the rest of the night.” I happily accept a fresh martini from our server—already thankful I like them light on the vodka and heavy on the olive juice—who glares at Evan before retreating to the bar, where a small crowd of employees are pretending not to watch the reality TV drama unfolding right before their eyes.

This is LA though, so chances are pretty good they’ve seen actual reality TV play out in front of them. In fact, I’m sure the cast of Vanderpump Rules has filmed here more than once, so they’ve most definitely seen top-tier cocktail tossing.

I take a long sip of my fresh drink as Evan clearly doesn’t get the hint. “I’m sorry, why are you still here?”

“I’m not just going to leave you alone when you’re well on your way to being drunk. I may not love you, but I’m not that much of a dick.”

I channel my inner Thor, tilting my head to the side and scrunching up my face. “Aren’t you though?” Another quarter of my drink goes down, chilling my throat and numbing my feelings. I know that once those feelings return, my inevitable sobs will make Elle Woods’s look downright peaceful. Therefore, numb they must stay. “Also, I won’t be alone for long. May is already on her way.”

He sits back in his seat, frowning. “Seriously? Do you guys have some kind of Bat-Signal?”

“Yeah, it’s called a cell phone, dipshit. I texted her while you were in the middle of your it’s-not-you-it’s-me speech.” I stab an olive, imagining staking the toothpick right through his eyeball. I can’t believe that for half a second I thought we might be able to get through this breakup like mature adults. Now I’m taking solace in the image of a plastic cocktail skewer burying itself in his pupil. Anger, keep the anger flowing. It’s far better than sadness. “For the record, I’d like to make it clear that you are one hundred percent right about that. It is most definitely you.”

His pout transforms into a scowl. “Why am I not surprised? You can’t even make it through one breakup conversation without needing someone to lean on.”

I cross my arms over my chest. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“You’re incapable of being alone, Lana. And frankly, it’s exhausting.”

“Your face is exhausting.” Ouch. That not-quite-a-comeback slips out before I can stop it.

“Are you sure you want me to leave? I wouldn’t want you to be by yourself for five whole minutes.” At least the maturity level has dropped across the board.

“I’ve literally never been more sure of anything in my life.” I swig the rest of my martini, and before I even set down the empty glass, another full one is sitting in its spot. Someone is getting a very large tip tonight. “And if I were you, I’d blow this joint before May arrives.” Unlike myself, my best friend would never hesitate to throw a drink, and there’s a fifty-fifty chance she might also throw a punch.

The skin beneath his spray tan pales. He reaches into his wallet and throws three hundreds down on the table. He pushes his chair back and stands, lingering for just a second too long. The quips and the insults fade away, leaving space for memories of the good times we managed to have over the last four years. “I really am sorry, Lana.”

Yeah, well, me too.

I expected to be leaving this restaurant engaged, our arms wrapped around each other, both of us happily buzzed on the complimentary champagne that would’ve accompanied my giant rock of a ring.

A ring that probably wouldn’t have looked anything like the hundreds I have pinned to my public wedding board, which I’ve conveniently left open on my laptop any time Evan has been at my house over the course of the last year.

But I would’ve grown to love it.

Just as we would’ve grown to hate each other.

“Bye, Evan,” I say, only to find he’s already left and I’m talking to my martini glass.

My empty martini glass.

But never fear, a new one filled to the brim floats in front of my face. I turn to thank the server, only to find the glass is being proffered by my best friend, May. The server is right behind her, a plate of fried pickles in one hand and a giant piece of cheesecake in the other.

He drops the goods on the table while May slides into Evan’s now empty seat. She flashes the server one of her knockout smiles and he’s only momentarily stunned, scurrying away a second later.

“Is it too soon to say how much I will not miss that guy?” May dips a pickle in ranch and hands it to me.

Mmm. Pickles and a dirty martini. I can practically feel my blood pressure rising due to the salt intake, but that doesn’t stop me from shoveling one after another into my mouth. Plus, the breading will help soak up the alcohol already sloshing around in my stomach, so really, I’m making the healthy, sensible choice.

“You’ve never exactly been shy about your feelings when it comes to Evan. No need to start now.” To be fair, I’ve never exactly been shy about my feelings when it comes to Evan either. Perfect partner the man is not—was not.

She softens her voice, reaching over and squeezing my hand. “Want to talk about it?”

I gulp down half of my drink. “I thought he was going to propose and instead he dumped me, I think that’s about all there is to say.”

“He’s lucky he left before I got here.” May inches a glass of water in my direction, but I ignore it.

“That wasn’t a coincidence.” I give her a look dripping in drunken, sappy love. “You’re terrifying when you go all mama bear.”

May flashes me a gentle smile, and that’s when my eyes fill with tears. Tears that only seconds later rush down my cheeks like that really big waterfall in Yosemite, though not nearly as picturesque, I’m sure. It doesn’t even take a breath before I’m enveloped in a hug, May’s spicy citrus scent wrapping around me like my old security blanket.

I’d never try to claim the thick black tracks of mascara streaming down my face are due to genuine sadness at the loss of my relationship. I’m not bereft at the thought of no longer being with Evan. Even now, less than an hour after listening to him tell me it’s over, I know deep down we were never right for each other in the first place. I know in a day or two, relief will wash over me like a cleansing ocean wave sweeping across the shore.

And that’s all well and good and positive-vibes and look-on-the-bright-side kind of shit.

But for tonight, I just got dumped. I just got dumped in public when I was mostly expecting a proposal. I just got dumped by a man I thought I was going to spend the rest of my life with. It’s embarrassing, to say the least.

And the truly terrible part is it’s not the first time this has happened to me. Or the second. Or even the third.

Stupid, stupid asshole-face Evan is the fourth man I thought was “the one.” The fourth man whose parents took me in as one of their own. And the fourth man to very clearly not want to make me a permanent member of the family.

I pull away from May and dab at my eyes with my napkin. “I’m an idiot,” I say, my voice so quiet she has to lean in to hear me.

“We’re not going to do that tonight.” May moves the pickles out of the way, making room for the slice of cheesecake, which is the size of my head. “We can talk about your terrible relationship decisions tomorrow, LP.”

“Gee, thanks.”

She shrugs, helping herself to a bite of cheesecake. “You know I’m right. But as I said, we’re not going to talk about that tonight. Tonight, we will eat and drink until we feel like puking, and then go crawl into that big-ass bed of yours and watch whatever chick flicks your little romance-loving heart desires.” May’s voice takes on a serious tone, one that’s rare for her. “I’m sorry that little shithead broke your heart, my friend, but I can say with one hundred percent certainty that you are better off without him.”

“I’m not saying you’re wrong—”

“I’m never wrong.”

I roll my eyes but pair it with a tiny smile. “I’m not saying you’re wrong. About Evan. But I need some time to process all of this before I can just learn a lesson and move on, knowing he taught me something or whatever.”

May snorts into her wine.

“I know it’s cliché, but you know what I mean, May.” I chug half a glass of water before reaching for my martini glass in a silent request for another cocktail. Then I think better of it and go back to the water.

“The snort was about you taking time to process.” She taps her watchless wrist. “You’ll be in a new, long-term, fully committed relationship within twenty-one days.”

“That is both precise and insulting.”

She grins, showing off a smile of straight white teeth framed by perfectly lined red lips. “You’re incapable of being single, LP.”

“Am not,” I bite back, though I do appear to be incapable of being mature this evening. Which may or may not have something to do with the fact that May is basically echoing Evan’s words. And the only thing worse than hearing your faults listed by your ex in the middle of a breakup is having them confirmed by your very best friend.

“Are too. But, again, we don’t have to talk about that tonight.” She holds her glass up to the center of the table. “To my darling bestie. You’re the sister I never wanted and the partner I never knew I needed. Any man who can’t hold on to you is a complete fucking moron and we hate him.”

“That was beautiful.” I clink my glass to hers before taking a long swallow. “Now let’s get smashed.”

TWO OR THREE or four—who has the ability to keep count at this point?—hours later, May and I stumble out of our Lyft and up the stone walkway to the front door of my house.

I love my house. Were I in a sober state of mind, I’d probably spend a minute appreciating its beauty and acknowledging the generational wealth and impeccable timing that afforded me the opportunity to buy this prime piece of Los Angeles real estate. Located in the super-trendy neighborhood of Atwater Village (though it was more up-and-coming and less hipster haven when I bought this place), the small Spanish-style abode has everything I need. Two bedrooms, one fully remodeled bathroom, air-conditioning, a parking space, a small backyard, and it’s walking distance to multiple coffee shops and bars. Yes, I know how lucky I am.

But tonight I don’t care about any of that. I care that I’m able to get my key in the front door and get it unlocked without either of us puking in my lovingly tended front garden.

Together we stumble down the hallway to my bedroom, and I think we manage to discard our shoes and purses before we collapse on my bed, which is a major win at this point.

“I want to watch a movie that’s going to make me cry.” I pull myself up for just long enough to turn on the TV that’s mounted over my dresser.

“Does that seem like the best idea right now?” May’s voice is muffled by the pillow she’s face-planted on.

“Yes. This is what you do after getting dumped. Step one, get drunk.”

“Check!”

“Step two, watch rom-coms. Step three, eat ice cream.” I scooch off the bed with the intent of heading to the kitchen to grab the emergency pint of Ben & Jerry’s I keep stashed in my freezer. However, the spinning room throws me off balance and I have to steady myself on the edge of the bed.

May turns her face to me. “What’s step four?”

“Step four of what?”

She tries to throw a pillow at me but can’t seem to launch it farther than a few inches. “Step four of the post-breakup plan?”

“Oh.” I flash her a grin. “Find a new man, of course.” Finally steady enough to walk comfortably, I leave May to groan into my pillows as I make my way to the kitchen.

Wisely, I decide I should chug a glass of water before I do anything else. And then I swig a second just to be safe. I grab the pint of Tonight Dough and two spoons and start back toward my bedroom. My purse is dropped about halfway down the hallway, and I reach in and pull out my phone, pretty impressed with my foresight.

May is passed out diagonally across my bed when I get back to my room, snoring in a loud and deep-throated way that tells me she’s clearly no longer conscious. I nudge myself in next to her, tucking myself under the covers and turning on While You Were Sleeping. After taking down the whole pint of ice cream, I reach for my phone to set my alarm so I don’t sleep away the entire next day. I have to squint to make the words and numbers on-screen come into focus, but I’m able to make out the fact that I have an Instagram DM. From a username I only see when I really lose my grip and deep-dive on an ex-stalking binge. Something I haven’t done in at least a year. Okay, six months.

I tap in my passcode and navigate over to the app, ignoring all other notifications in favor of plunging directly into my messages.


@SethCarson: Hey. I’ve been trying to call you but every time I get sent straight to voicemail, so you’re either ignoring me or you blocked me. We need to talk. Call me when you can, sooner rather than later.



Okay.

Wow.

First of all, the nerve of him to think that his number wouldn’t be blocked. Obviously, I have no desire to talk to him ever again. The only reason he isn’t blocked on social media is because I like to check in occasionally and make sure he is still alone and miserable. As he should be.

Second, I am in no shape to consider any and all implications of this message. “We need to talk”? “Call me”? What the fuck could the two of us possibly have to talk about?

Because I’m heartbroken and still slightly, if not mostly, drunk, I click on his profile. Seth rarely posts photos of himself, his feed instead full of pictures of his travels. For the past however many years, he’s been a roving reporter, traversing the country and sometimes the world for his stories, which are mostly investigative, serious-type pieces. He’s an in-demand freelancer, so he’s never in one place for very long. When we were still young and naïve, we thought we’d be journalists together at the same newspaper, him covering news and politics, me reviewing books and the arts.

I scoff into my empty pint of ice cream. Neither of us ended up where we thought we’d be.

I squeeze my eyes shut because suddenly all my brain wants to do is replay the first of my catastrophic breakups. The worst one. The one that started it all and has yet to be beat, even by tonight’s should’ve-been-a-proposal. But despite sobering up somewhat thanks to the ice cream and water and probably the jags of crying, I know I’m in no position—physically or emotionally—to be able to handle a DM from an ex, especially not the ex.

I need reinforcements. “May.” I poke her repeatedly until she finally murmurs something that sounds somewhat conscious. “I just got a DM from Seth.”

“Oh shit.”

At least I think that’s what she says since she hasn’t removed her face from the pillow.

“I need another drink.” I’m sort of joking, because lord knows I’ve imbibed enough alcohol over the past few hours to last me a lifetime, but if this situation doesn’t call for excessive drinking, then I don’t know what does.

And when May actually rises from the bed and joins me in the kitchen, my decision is validated.

“Wanna talk about it?” May clinks her shot glass full of tequila against mine, asking me the question for the second time that night.

“Nope. How many shots do I need until I black out?” I down the liquid from my glass, wincing as it burns my throat.

Turns out, just the one.
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My cure for getting over a breakup? Move on to the next person!

—Lana Parker, “So You Got Dumped, Now What?”



AN EVIL BRIGHT LIGHT FORCES MY EYES OPEN THE NEXT morning. It’s either the ass crack of dawn, or my drinking caught up with me and I’m being beamed up—or down, jury’s still out.

I have to literally pry my eyelids apart as they seem to be caked in some kind of black gunk that I really hope is the remnants of last night’s proposal-worthy makeup look. Once I finally manage to unstick them, I’m forced to survey my surroundings. Which immediately makes me want to close my eyes again.

I managed to make it into a pajama shirt at least, an old one from high school, hanging off one shoulder and frayed at the bottom. Something warm is wrapped around my thigh. A minuscule lift of my head—one that sets my brain spinning—lets me know it’s just May, our legs both intertwined and also splayed across the bed in some sort of drunk feat of physics. When I thunk my head back down, May grunts, because said thunkage lands on her right boob, which has apparently been acting as my pillow.

“Are you going to puke again?” she mutters, none too gently pushing my head onto a real pillow.

“Not sure.” I hold my head as still as possible, not ready to find out.

“We are way too old for this shit.”

“Think we can Postmates Gatorade?” I shift my head a fraction of an inch and the room doesn’t rotate. Progress.

“And will they bring it directly to this bed? Because I do not plan to get up for at least twenty-four hours.” Her voice is now muffled by my quilt, which she has wrapped around her entire body, presumably to hide from the light and the sound of my voice.

There’s no reasonable explanation for why this is the moment I get the giggles, but one escapes my parched lips, and before I can control it, an avalanche of laughter spills forth.

“Oh my god, shut up.” May tries to throw a pillow at me, missing entirely

But my giggles are contagious, and once I get going, she can’t help but join. Before long, we’re curled up in tight cannonballs, hysterically laughing and, thankfully, not puking.

“Oh my god,” I choke out when I can finally form words. “I got dumped last night!”

The declaration sparks another wave of laughter. I clutch at my stomach, both as a way to continue to remain puke-free and because this is the most intense ab workout I’ve gotten in years.

“I thought I was going to marry him, and instead I got dumped!” My cackling continues for several seconds before I realize I’m the only one still laughing.

May manages to push herself into a sitting position, though the quilt is still wrapped around her like she’s a mummy. She brings herself too close to my face and stares dead-on into my eyes. “You are too good for that milquetoast motherfucker.”

I swallow down another laugh, which is on its way to morphing into another bout of tears, tears that I do not want to shed. Tears that wouldn’t so much be for Evan or our relationship, but for what this breakup means in the bigger picture of my life. “Good word.”

“I know.” She pulls her head free from the quilt. “I’m going to get in the shower. Then you are getting in the shower. Then we’re calling in sick and going for brunch.”

The word brunch makes my stomach turn. “No booze.”

“No booze. Coffee and carbs.”

A magic combination that’s enough to perk me up, just a tad.

May shucks the rest of her blanket cocoon, shimmying until she is sitting next to me, both of us leaning against my natural wood headboard.

“How are you really?”

“Mostly, I just feel like a total dumbass.” I don’t bother to lie to her; she’d be able to hear it in my voice. “It’s not the sadness, not really. I just can’t believe I let myself waste four years on him.”

She picks up my hand in hers, lacing our fingers together and squeezing.

I wait for her to argue with me, to tell me all relationships teach us something or happen for a reason or some other Hallmark-level bullshit platitude. But instead we just sit in the silence, my head resting on her shoulder, until I gently nudge her. “Go shower. I need caffeine.”

She basically falls off the bed but still manages to do it gracefully. A minute later the shower in my en suite bathroom turns on and I hear her groan of relief even over the rush of the water.

I let my head fall back against the headboard as I attempt to process everything that went down last night. Not just the breakup, but Evan’s accusation, that I’m incapable of being alone. And May’s assertion that I’ll find myself in a new relationship before the dust of this one even settles. My brain isn’t functioning well enough to puzzle it all out, but I know it’s something I shouldn’t ignore this time, as much as I want to.

May emerges from my bathroom looking almost like a human being. She steps into my closet, no doubt helping herself to whatever items she wants from my wardrobe. Not that any of them are up to her standards. “Are you feeling sorry for yourself yet?”

“Yes.” Again, there’s no point in lying. Even from the closet she’d be able to hear the deception in my voice. Perhaps I should think about brushing up on my fibbing skills now that I no longer have a serious boyfriend to occupy my time.

“Cut it out.”

“It’s been less than twenty-four hours, May. I think I’m allowed to wallow a little.”

She emerges from the closet outfitted in one of my simple coral sundresses. Of course, since she’s a good four inches taller and four cups bustier than I am, it hits a little differently on her than it does on me. She points to my Spider-Man alarm clock. “You may wallow for five more minutes. And then you’re cut off.”

“You’re so bossy.”

“Duh.” May is one of that rare breed of Californians who not only were born and raised in LA but are third generation. Her great-grandparents immigrated from Mexico decades ago and her entire family has stayed local, meaning holidays at her grandparents’ house are the best, and you can count on her to throw “duh” or “dude” into most any conversation.

She and I were roommates our freshman year at USC, and luckily she took my Connecticut-born ass under her wing, schooling me on the unwritten rules of the freeways and ridiculous traffic, and helping me pop all my LA cherries, everything from my first In-N-Out burger to my first Dodgers game. I honestly don’t know how I would have survived freshman year, let alone college, without her—both her Los Angeles tutelage and her quick wit at the times when I needed laughter the most.

If only my supreme luck in friends could extend even the slightest bit into some kind of romantic good fortune.

Ha.

R2-D2’s telltale chirp beeps at me from across the room, alerting me to a text message and pulling me out of my haze of self-pity. And of course I left my phone an insurmountable six feet away from where I am currently plastered to my bed.

Beep boop beep bop.

“Oh my god, shut that thing up,” May calls from the kitchen, where hopefully she’s pouring me water or making me coffee. She has very little patience for my intense love of all things nerdy.

“I can’t. He’s too far away.” I try scooting down to the foot of the bed in some sort of backward army crawl, but I don’t make it more than a few inches.

When the blasted droid keeps chirping, I attempt a busted barrel roll to get myself out of bed without having to engage my core muscles. I manage to make it over to my dresser, where drunk me casually tossed my phone on top of my jewelry tray. I squint to force the alerts on the screen to come into something resembling focus.

“Shit. Shit shit shit.”

“Please tell me you did not just actually take a shit.” May returns to my bedroom and hands me a glass of water and some aspirin, along with a grimace.

I groan, stumbling over to my nightstand to plug my almost-dead phone into its charger. “No, I did not. Gross.”

“Then what’s the problem?” She seems to have fully returned to functioning human, which is really just not fair.

“I forgot that Natasha scheduled a meeting for today. Apparently she has some big announcement and we’re all expected in the office even though most of us work from home on Fridays. Shit.” I head directly for the bathroom, wishing I had time for an actual shower. Instead, I splash cold water on my face before sticking my mouth under the tap and drinking like we aren’t in a permanent drought.

May follows me into the bathroom, leaning against the counter, removing a nonexistent smudge from under her eye. “Are you going to be late?”

“Not if I leave in five minutes.” I wipe the final trail of mascara from my cheeks and don’t bother putting on any fresh makeup. I head for my closet, throwing on leggings and an old USC T-shirt—not my best look, but it will have to do. I pull my long auburn hair into the messiest of buns and unplug my phone. Thank god for car chargers. “Can you lock up?”

May emerges from the bathroom just in time to give my outfit a sneering look. “I would be fired if I stepped into my office looking like that.”

“I’m a writer, this is me in my natural state. Thanks, love you, bye!” I don’t bother waiting for her response, striding as fast as my queasy stomach will allow out the door and to my car. When I hook up my phone to my charger, two things happen: Britney blares from my speakers at an unholy level, causing me to recoil backward. And I notice the DM notification still on my screen from last night.

And the second half of my fucktacular evening comes rushing back to me.

Seth’s name on my screen and the memory of his cryptic message are enough to make my stomach churn again. The last thing I need in my current state is any sort of communication from him. I clear the notification and decide to deal with it later. Or never. He can’t actually be expecting me to call him, right?

Before I can even put the car in reverse, my phone rings, right as I’m vowing to never dial Seth Carson’s number for as long as I live. I physically jump in my seat.

It’s not Seth calling, but I’d almost rather it were.

I click Accept Call and switch the audio to my car’s Bluetooth. “Hi, Mom.”

“Hello, Lana.” My mother always calls me by my name. Never “sweetie” or “dear” or anything showing even a smidge of affection.

“This isn’t a great time, I’m on my way to work.” At least I have a legitimate excuse to stay on this call for as short as possible.

“Still working on your little relationship column?” Even from thousands of miles away, the judgment seeps through her tone.

“Yes, Mom, I’m still working on my award-winning relationship column.”

My mother’s disdain for the dating articles I write is maybe the one thing we have in common. I was placed on the beat when I first started at my job, mostly because I was the only one on staff who was actually in a stable relationship at the time. And even though I’ve now been with the same publication for eight years and it’s seen me through more than one breakup, I’m still stuck writing about love, when what I really want to be writing about is books and movies and television series, basically anything pop-culture related. I’ve always found solace in stories, and the only relationships I really care about (aside from my own) are the ones I ship on my screen.

Not that my mom would find that kind of writing any more worthwhile; she’s never hid her contempt for my fandom obsessions.

“Well, I won’t keep you from your very important job that surely benefits millions, I just wanted to let you know I’m going to be traveling for the next month at least and my cell service will be spotty.” I don’t know if she means to come across as condescending, but she sure has no problem putting down both me and my job every time we speak. Which luckily isn’t too often.

“Setting up another girls’ school?” I try to cut the attitude from my tone because, you know, setting up a school for underprivileged children is not actually a bad thing and doesn’t deserve my sarcasm. Even if it means she’s always put other children before her own. Despite the fact that I’m thankful for my good fortune, it still would’ve been nice to have had a mom at home.

“Yes. I don’t suppose you would like to join me?”

“Some of us do have to work, Mom. You know, to pay our bills?” I take every opportunity to subtly remind her of her own immense privilege, mostly because I know it irks her.

My mother comes from money. And not like middle-class, invested-well money. Oil money. Big money. Money that, according to my mother, was earned by destroying the earth, and is therefore bad money. And I mean, she’s not wrong. Once her parents passed and she inherited the trust, she made it her mission to spend as much of that money doing good works as physically possible. Which makes it really hard to be mad at her. Aside from my college fund and the money for my house, which I’m extremely grateful for, she refuses to send anything more my way, channeling it all into charities.

But it was never her money I cared about. The only time I ever dared to ask her to pay for something, it was for someone else. I admire my mother’s mission and I can see all the good she does. But as her daughter, I wish I had gotten just a tiny sliver of the attention she gives to the kids she helps all over the world. I was basically raised by nannies, having never met my father and having no other family alive.

“Lana? Did I lose you?”

As if she ever had me. Or wanted me. I almost laugh. “I’m still here, but I gotta go. Good luck with the school.” I don’t wait for her to respond, knowing there’s no I love you or Take care, honey coming my way. I let the silence of the car settle me as I head toward work.

Luckily, the office of Always Take Fountain—the hipster-chic web magazine I write for, name derived from the famous Bette Davis quote—is only a ten-minute drive from my house. I basically scored the Holy Grail of LA commute times and I’ve never been more thankful for it.

Unfortunately, ten minutes today is ten minutes too long. Ten minutes is just enough time for me to replay the traumatic events from the night before on a loop in my brain. And it’s not enough time to figure out how I’m going to spin the whole breakup situation to the small, tight-knit group of colleagues I’m about to face. Colleagues who are expecting me to come in with a big-ass rock on my finger, not a big-ass hangover.

And I love my team of writer friends. Seriously, they are some of the best coworkers anyone could ask for. But, aside from Natasha, my editor/boss/CEO/mentor, they’re all single and tend to live vicariously through my relationship milestones.

“Careful what you wish for, bitches,” I mutter as I pull into a parking spot.

I push through the door to the wide-open loft space and find it suspiciously quiet. No one sits at the long white table in the center of the room or at any of the small desks scattered around the perimeter. The only people I see are our tech manager, Ian, and a couple of the behind-the-scenes folks, tucked into their corner on the far side of the room. My Birkenstocks slap loudly across the polished concrete floors, the exposed-brick walls and metal ductwork doing nothing to absorb the sound.

The door to the conference room is closed, which is unusual, and I start to get a sinking feeling in my stomach. I drop my purse on an empty desk and take a couple of steadying breaths. Marching slowly across the room like I’m on my way to the gallows, I tentatively push open the emerald-green door.

“Surprise!” a chorus cries out just before I’m wrapped in hugs, multiple pairs of arms encircling me.

“Congratulations, wifey!” James’s booming voice reaches out over all the others, loud enough to act as a gut punch on top of the shit sundae of the last twenty-four hours.

Could this day get any
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