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PRAISE FOR
 SUNFLOWER SEASON

‘Sunflower Season is full of grit, growth, and small-town charm. The story dives deep into what it means to chase bliss and fall in love against the odds. June and Noah are a couple you can’t help but cheer for! You’ll be kicking your feet and begging for more from Danica Nava!’

MAGGIE GATES

‘Sunflower Season has all the Danica Nava trademarks: it’s poignant, charming, cheeky, and a masterclass in voice. June and Noah are beautifully flawed and entirely relatable as they navigate the tensions and sweetness of their second-chance romance. Nava thoughtfully explores heavy themes – questions of grief, belonging, and the scars of the past weave through the narrative as these childhood sweethearts find each other again as adults’

BRIGITTE KNIGHTLEY

‘Danica Nava takes us to the absolutely charming, if a little chaotic, setting of Sunshine Farm, where dreams are realized, memories are made, and love finds another chance. June and Noah embody everything you want in a second-chance romance, from their tumultuous past to their unrequited yearning over the years to their reluctantly optimistic faith that this time everything will work out. With its humour and wit, every page of Sunflower Season will have you grinning and kicking your feet’

NISHA J. TULI

‘Sunflower Season is a beautiful second chance romance filled with Danica Nava’s classic humour and heart. Cinematic and transportive, it made me want to go to Sunshine Farm! June and Noah are a couple to root for, and it was a joy to watch them find their way back to each other’

NAINA KUMAR

‘Danica Nava has done it again with this charming, witty, heartfelt rom-com. Sunflower Season is packed full of small-town feels and second chances. I just loved our two leads, June and Noah, who must both overcome so much to find their way back together, and the well-drawn cast of secondary characters is an utter delight! A must-read for any season!’

KESHE CHOW

‘With her third novel, critically acclaimed author Nava continues to be a mighty Indigenous voice in romance and a fan favourite’
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PRAISE FOR
 THE TRUTH ACCORDING TO EMBER

‘A truly funny and wonderfully heartfelt comedy of errors with a plucky, lovable heroine I rooted for from page one. Danica Nava is a fresh, exciting new voice in the world of romantic comedies, and I can’t wait to see what she does next’

EMILY HENRY

‘It’s the details that really bring this book to life. . . . It’s funny and messy in the best way, and I was rooting for Ember even as she dug herself deeper and deeper’

THE NEW YORK TIMES

‘A dazzling debut filled with hilarious and lovable characters. I couldn’t put this book down, and I can’t wait to read what Nava does next!’

HANNAH GRACE

‘The Truth According to Ember gives us a fresh, relatable heroine in Ember, who has been so focused on helping everyone else that she doesn’t always know how to ask for help herself. . . . This book provided the perfect escape mixed with the perfect amount of grounded reality, bringing the characters to life’

ALICIA THOMPSON

‘The author delivers some delicious rom-com moments while also sensitively portraying the overt and covert racism her characters face. . . . With wit, smarts, and abundant heart, this office romance is a triumph’

PUBLISHERS WEEKLY (starred review)

‘The Truth According to Ember offers readers a modern Native American love story, one that embraces and illuminates the realities of what it is to be a Native person in the US, while delivering a heartfelt happy ending’

ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY
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 LOVE IS A WAR SONG

‘This book feels as lived-in and appealing as your favorite pair of jeans: sexy in an understated way and unlikely American’

THE NEW YORK TIMES

‘Artfully crafted and bursting with tension, Avery and Lucas’s story hits every beat with intention and ease. Nava delivers a sharp, funny, and deliciously slow-burning romance about two people learning to carve out their own space in the world. Love Is a War Song is the book of the summer!’

LYLA SAGE

‘A swoony love story that deftly explores identity, redemption, and the complexities of cancel culture. Danica Nava’s sophomore novel is as thought-provoking as it is funny and heart melting. It’s a must read for all romance book lovers’

HANNAH GRACE

‘I devoured this within hours. I absolutely loved every page and how Avery overcame her struggles. My kingdom for Lucas. He was the most swoony MMC. The ending was so emotional, and I was holding back tears. Sweet and sexy in the perfect package’

NISHA J. TULI

‘Hilarious, sexy, and oh so addictive, Love Is a War Song delivers the country–pop star mashup romance readers have been desperately waiting for! Danica Nava’s razor-harp wit and gift for storytelling never fail to make me laugh and swoon. . . . Between the dreamy Western backdrop and pitch-perfect enemiestolovers banter, Love Is a War Song is a must read for fans of genre staples like Lyla Sage and Rebekah Weatherspoon’

ELLIE PALMER
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For my little sunflower, Isme




AUTHOR’S NOTE

This book deals with emotionally difficult topics, including mortality, loss, grief, and anxiety. Any readers who believe that such content may upset them or trigger traumatic memories are encouraged to consider their emotional well-being when deciding whether to continue reading this book.




PROLOGUE

Every happy memory of my short and, so far, boring life happened at Sunshine Farm in Love County, Oklahoma. The air was fresher there, the sky bluer, and the sun brighter. I was convinced nothing bad could ever happen at Sunshine Farm because Noah Abbott told me so (with all the puffed-up confidence of a seven-year-old boy).

Autumn was the best time in Love County. It was the annual Sunflower Festival, and Noah and I wandered through the sunflower maze together like we did every year. The sunflowers always felt like friends, welcoming us among their ranks. We got to escape into our own little world just for a while, and it was perfect. We turned the corner, and he held my hand, pulling me along as we ran deeper and deeper into the center of the maze. The tall stalks of sunflowers cast a shadow on our small figures as we stopped to catch our breath, laughing as we heard our friends from school trying to find us through all the twists and turns. Noah’s gappy smile made me laugh harder. He had lost his two front teeth the week before, and little nubs were barely growing back.

He was still holding my hand, and I let him.

As we stood there, deciding which way to go next, I knew he was right. How could anything bad ever happen to me again when I was at Sunshine Farm, holding the hand of this boy? My parents had died, and I knew I was supposed to still be sad. And I did miss the idea of them, but I was three when they died and it was harder and harder to remember life with them—their faces, their affection, their embraces—with each passing year.

But Noah Abbott was in front of me. He was always in front of me in class because his last name started with the letter A. He was also always next to me at lunch and at recess and on the bus ride home and at church. I never had to look far, because there he was with that charming smile of his, and I just knew by being with him that everything was exactly as it should be.

That should have scared me. I was seven. Those feelings, even though I didn’t understand their intensity back then, were too big. But that was Noah. I was sucked into his orbit, and I never wanted to leave.

So, when he pulled me closer to him and he leaned across and pressed his lips to mine, all puckered and pursed, I let him kiss me. I pursed my lips back and squeezed my eyes shut.

“Noah and June, sitting in a tree! K-I-S-S-I-N-G!” a little boy’s voice echoed through the maze, followed by a chorus of laughter.

I jumped away from Noah and wiped the back of my hand across my mouth in embarrassment.

Noah looked at me with that same twinkle in his eye he always gave me.

“Noah and June are gonna get married!” the kids all sang and laughed.

I spotted my friend Millie pointing and laughing with them. “You take that back, Millie, or you can’t sleep over at my house!”

“Ooooh!” they all taunted.

“I am gonna marry June Walker!” Noah announced unabashedly. I looked at him, my mouth hanging open in shock. He stood with his feet spread apart and his fists on his hips. “Just you wait, June.” He smiled at me, and I did the only logical thing a seven-year-old girl could do. I turned on the ball of my foot and ran away into the maze, leaving the giggles and taunts behind me.
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CHAPTER 1

June

It was dying!

Oh no. Oh no. Oh no.

This was tragic. Months of routine and discipline were going to be lost. The warning notifications for WahLah buzzed in my pocket and flashed on my smartwatch.

WahLah was an app that I created where you could grow your own little virtual garden that flourished the longer you spent time offline and walking outside. And now all that work planning, coding, and developing was for nothing because I was forced to sit in the dumbest HR-mandated team-building workshop ever. The rolling chair in the conference room was scratchy. The slides were ugly, with so much text compacted onto the 16:9 aspect ratio. And the voice of this consultant, just droning on and on, was grating on my ears. And all the while, my virtual garden was dying. What was I even doing here?

Why did I choose product marketing as my profession of choice in college ten long years ago? It seemed like the safest bet with the tech boom, and marketing was always needed to make products and companies stand out against a sea of competitors.

My decision for this career path was not out of any passion or love for product marketing. It came down to one simple thing: job security. Job security ruled every decision of my life, from where I went to college to where I rented my apartment, down to the way I styled my hair.

Employability.

I didn’t have fun tattoos . . . or any tattoos really, apart from my microbladed eyebrows, which I never knew if that counted as real tattoos. Whenever I was asked about tattoos, I was always sure the person meant some design or cliché quote across my abdomen. I didn’t have unconventionally colored hair or even a trendy haircut. I looked safe, marketable, and dependable. I lived in a crappy studio apartment fifteen minutes away from the office so that I could come in when needed and wouldn’t be stuck in traffic somewhere.

I packed my lunch every day to save money and calories. Everyone at the office loved going to the Americana diner across the street for lunch, where everything was some version of a deep-fried cheese. My acne-prone skin couldn’t handle that. After the few work dinners I couldn’t get out of, I always woke up with a breakout the next morning.

I liked my routines. I thrived on them. I liked knowing exactly how any given day of the week would go with little to no variety. I was prone to anxiety and worry-tripping about the future. Having my planner with my appointments, meals, and outfits written out in advance helped me cope in a world that was predestined for chaos, but I, June Walker, was not chaotic. My life was dependable.

I worked a lot of overtime, so I needed my days planned down to the minute to make sure nothing slipped through the cracks . . . like laundry. Oh shit! I passed out watching YouTube last night and forgot to change over the load. Battling mildew was not in my schedule. What my small studio apartment lacked in sunlight, it made up for by having an in-unit washer-and-dryer combo next to the sink in the kitchenette. Every Tuesday and Thursday night I did a load of laundry as I caught up on YouTube videos. And on a lot of Wednesdays and Fridays I ended up redoing the laundry to get rid of the smell of mildew. Just an average single twenty-eight-year-old workingwoman’s life. Carrie Bradshaw would never.

I have been employed by Muse Intelligence since I graduated from undergrad six years ago as a double major in computer science and marketing—again, for employability. I didn’t even like computer science. I pretty much detested every man in the product-and-engineering department, which meant I detested everyone in the product-and-engineering department—because in our company that’s who was employed there. Men. It was a sea of arrogant, mediocre men in this software company that provided AI for marketers. Who wanted to write content anymore when you could have these fun agents called “The Three Muses” that could write the copy for you, check to make sure it followed all regulatory guidelines, and publish and track the performance? I was essentially marketing my replacement, and soon I’d be obsolete. This was why in my spare time, I created my little app WahLah. For now, it was just for me and gave me purpose. I just got tired of always being online and glued to my phone. I even got a little walking pad for under my desk so that the app could track my steps, and with each milestone, my garden grew. That’s where the name WahLah came from; it was from the Chikashshanompa’ word wah lah, which means grow, as in plants growing. I thought it was cute.

My day job that paid the bills consisted of me making pitch decks and performing market research to get people excited to present our products at trade shows while rubbing elbows with the Adobes and Salesforces of the world. For six years I have done everything that has ever been asked of me and more.

Our CEO was the founder of the company, which meant he was bonkers. Thomas Finch slept in the office because that was what Steve Jobs did. You know who else did that? Elizabeth Holmes, and we all know how that turned out.

But I, too, have spent many all-nighters in this office. How could any of us go home when the CEO himself refused to. Keep working! This has to be the biggest product launch anyone has ever seen! He said that every product launch, even for the small add-ons that nobody cared about. That’s where product marketing came in—it was my job to get people to care.

But then Thomas and the company were sued by an ex-employee last year for fostering a hostile work environment, and now today, instead of hours of boring business-review meetings and decks, we were all forced to do HR-mandated team building. Which was probably the worst thing I have ever had to endure at this company that now employed a “chief fun officer.” Said CFunO (as not to be confused with the title of chief financial officer, CFO), Randall, was sitting next to me.

Lightning, strike me down, please.

“For this session of team building, we are going to break the ice with a fun little game of two truths and a lie. Anyone want to volunteer to go first?” Gail, the consultant who was hired by our HR team, asked at the head of the long U-shaped conference-room table. She seemed nice enough, if old-fashioned with her agenda of team-building exercises that looked like someone googled “last-minute team building exercises that cost zero dollars.”

My knee was bouncing as I looked at the clock on the wall. Cell phones were not allowed on the conference table, but my smartwatch was vibrating incessantly. Goodbye, little garden, it was a nice yearlong streak. It was rudimentary graphics, barely an upgrade to old Tamagotchis, but I was fond of it.

“I would love to kick this off,” Randall volunteered, which surprised absolutely no one. “Let’s see, I went to Harvard . . .” He was wearing his Harvard quarter-zip fleece. His thermos was Harvard branded. Hell, every time he spoke to anyone, he dropped the line Well, you know I went to Harvard . . . As if we could forget. He continued, “I biked the loop around Yosemite in under two and a half hours . . . and Madonna asked for my number in Vegas.” He sent a wink out to everyone at the table.

The male employees looked up to Randall as if he were a god. They all pitched in and got him a gold plaque on his door that read g.o.a.t. They threw around the title like being the greatest of all time as a “fun officer” at a software tech startup was the equivalent of being the MVP in the NBA.

If only they sold m.m.m.w.e.m. plaques, which of course stood for Most Mediocre Man Who Ever Manned. That was more appropriate.

“Tricky!” Gail laughed. “Okay, team, we are going to vote. Raise your hand if you think Randall going to Harvard is true.” Every hand went up in half a second.

Gail threw her head back and laughed again. “Let’s see if the next two are just as easy. Raise your hand if you think biking the loop of Yosemite in under two and a half hours is a lie.”

Every hand shot up except for mine. He biked the loop in under two and a half hours, and we sponsored him to do it for ALS awareness. I made the flyers for LinkedIn when we didn’t have anyone running communications.

“Interesting,” she said. “So, everyone else thinks that the Madonna one is true?” Everyone around the large conference table nodded their heads. “Who thinks Madonna asking for Randall’s number is the lie?”

My hand was the only one raised. Randall kneed my thigh under the table and whispered out of the side of his mouth, “Don’t say anything.”

“One single doubter, Randall,” Gail said, laughing and turning to me. “Why do you think it’s a lie?”

“Because I was there.”

Everyone gasped.

“Spoilsport,” Randall muttered so no one else could hear. Then he started laughing, that fake kind of laugh men did to try to control a room when they were losing it. “June is right, she was on the Vegas trip when we ran into Madonna at the Wynn. June had a little too much to drink, so she probably doesn’t remember, right?”

“I never drink,” I countered. Not when working, and I sure as hell wouldn’t drink on a work trip in Vegas with these bros. That was how women went missing, trusting slimy men like these.

“Well, how do you explain this photograph?” He pulled out his phone and flashed a picture of a blond woman in huge sunglasses posing for a photo with a group of bridesmaids in pink boas.

“She was a Madonna impersonator,” I said factually. The room started laughing. “A pretty good one.” I gave credit where credit was due.

“So you didn’t meet Madonna?” Don from engineering asked.

“Of course I did, she said that was her name,” Randall scoffed with a wink.

“The game was two truths and a lie,” Don grumbled. He was a rule follower; most engineers were—they were very literal, in my experience. “All you gave were truths.”

“Madonna is the lie,” I countered.

“You got me.” Randall raised his hands.

“Okay, okay, settle down. I think it’s someone else’s turn. Why don’t you go next, June?” Gail asked.

I hated the way every pair of eyes settled on my face. I wanted to melt into the floor. My watch alerted me that my heart rate was too high. No shit! This was why I needed my walking time.

“This should be easy,” Randall snickered with that fake, sleazy-politician laugh of his again.

This man pissed me off, and I wanted to trump him.

“I grew up in Love County, Oklahoma. At seventeen I snuck into a dive bar and entered a karaoke contest and won. And . . .” The pause felt like it went on for an eternity. My brain short-circuited. “And . . . I met the Crocodile Hunter when I was eight.”

Randall chuckled into his fist, and everyone else was quick to join him. “That’s too easy, the lie is the karaoke one. Who’s going next?” And just like that I was dismissed, laughed at, and forgotten. I gripped my fingers under the table as my heart pounded.

“Joe, what have you got?” Randall asked the HR business partner to my right.

“You’re wrong,” I said as my anger seethed.

“What was that?” Randall asked me, his smile sickeningly passive-aggressive.

“You’re wrong.” My voice sounded more sure, more confident.

“One, we know you’re from Oklahoma, we can hear it in your voice.” He held up his index finger, then added a second finger. “Two has to be the lie because you are the quietest person in a room, no offense. You’re a rule follower, June. I don’t believe even at seventeen that you snuck into a dive bar to do karaoke and then won. Steve Irwin was always doing fan stuff, so you probably met him then. See, easy.”

“Okay, everything about that was offensive.” I looked at Gail and then Joe. How could that be allowed in an HR-sanctioned team-building activity? The incivility went against the entire exercise.

“It was rude but not unethical, immoral, or illegal, June, so there is really nothing we can do. Randall, do you want to apologize?” Joe asked while he fiddled with his pen cap.

“I said no offense. I just meant your character is very reserved and . . . safe. It’s impossible to believe you are capable of such bold behavior. Am I right, guys?”

The men grumbled. Gail, the only other woman in the room, looked at me with pleading in her eyes, as if to say Don’t make a big deal, let’s just move on and forget it.

I didn’t want to forget.

“Well, I did do that. I got grounded for two weeks because of it. I never met Steve Irwin.”

“Oh, shit!” the guys in finance exclaimed.

“Language,” Joe warned. He was really doing the heavy lifting here.

“What happened to you? Are you hiding the real you under all that ice?” Randall chuckled again and then looked away, moving on to the next person to play the game. It went on and on until all twenty people in the room had taken a turn.

What happened to me? Nothing happened to me. I wasn’t boring. I just worked nonstop so I could pay off my student loans—I made my last payment three years ago. Now I was saving for a down payment on a house in San Francisco to make the best investment I could. I was trying to build generational wealth as one person. Randall’s dad went to Harvard and made a fortune managing a hedge fund—by being born, Randall had it easy.

Meanwhile, I grew up in a little town called Marietta in Love County, smack-dab in the middle of the Chickasaw Nation in Oklahoma, population 2,800. It was hard to get a weekend job when everyone else was just getting by and mom-and-pop shops employed family members or barely paid minimum wage. We shopped at Angel Thrift, and an outing to the closest Walmart was considered a big deal. It took everything in me to leave Love County and never look back.

I broke the rules and pulled out my phone to check on my garden. It was shriveled up with a big green button that read START OVER? I stifled a sigh. I wished I could start over in a lot of areas in my life. I slipped my phone back into my pocket. I felt completely deflated.

“Thank you all for spending the day with me getting to know your coworkers. I hope this has made you all feel more bonded,” Gail said as she was packing up.

Sure, trauma bonding was a real thing.

“If you want to keep bonding, there is an open tab across the street. Maybe we can get June here to demonstrate her award-winning karaoke skills,” Randall announced to the room.

Everyone laughed.

I hung back to talk to Joe.

Joe was a middle-aged man who attended a lot of meetings, but I couldn’t tell you a single thing he really did here for HR.

“Hi, Joe,” I said as I held my laptop and notepad to my chest.

“Hi, June, what can I do for you?” he asked on a sigh.

“I just found Randall’s pointed attacks to be unprofessional, especially during an HR-mandated team-building exercise.”

“He apologized, June. Are you going to join everyone across the street?”

“No, why?”

“I think it would help you show some camaraderie. You hold yourself apart from everyone, and it makes people perceive you as a bit . . .” He paused. “Cold. I don’t think that. Personally, I see nothing wrong with maintaining boundaries, but I think you should go and enjoy yourself. Who knows, you may actually like the people who work here.”

He picked up his messenger bag and left.

I walked to my desk in the middle of the stark white open-office floor plan. The resentment within me bubbled furiously. It was ridiculous I had to keep up this farce that everyone here was friends, like we were this one big happy family. I wanted to go home and watch YouTube while I ate a bowl of ramen spiked with my favorite hot sauce. Rebuilding my WahLah garden was going to have to happen on another day. I was too distraught to even look at it.

I sat down in the ergonomic chair and clicked my laptop into the docking station. Before I could leave I had to get ahead on tomorrow’s tasks. I rubbed my temples, and my eyes wandered to the photo of me, my brother, and my grandma that was pinned to the cubicle wall. It was a beacon in the gloom. Her infectious smile reminded me that I could do anything. I wouldn’t let Randall and his dumb and, frankly, unoriginal comments get in the way of my success.

I logged on and got to work. This website-crawler product launch was going to be the best yet.




CHAPTER 2

June

“Great to see the initiative.” Thomas Finch’s loud voice made me jump. My cheek had been planted on my plastic keyboard. My face throbbed where the keys left indents. I had passed out at my desk . . . again!

Without WahLah to keep me honest, I forgot all about my self-care.

“Thanks,” I sighed, waving to our CEO. He didn’t wave back, because he had barely spared me a glance as he walked on by. I was already forgotten.

I looked around to make sure no one was watching me, but it was just me in this part of the office. I sniffed my underarm. Ripe. Ugh. My first meeting was with the London team, and it started in twenty minutes. No time to go home to freshen up. I pulled open the bottom desk drawer and took out my emergency kit, which consisted of a clean sweater and travel-sized toiletries, and headed to the restroom.

I really wish I could say this was the first time I’ve washed myself in the small sink of the office bathroom, but that would be a lie. Over the last six years, I’ve done it more times than I could count. The lights were harsh overhead and cast ghastly shadows under my eyes that only accentuated my perpetual ones.

I scrubbed at my face, getting as much blood circulation to my cheek as possible to minimize the HJKL and semicolon keys stamped to my face. It didn’t do much. The one positive of working in a mostly male-dominated business was that I didn’t have to worry about anyone else entering the bathroom to catch me exposing my nude bra out in the open.

After the first few all-nighters, I learned not to use the pink antibacterial soap from the dispenser on my face or underarms. It was excessively drying. I had a little bar of soap for sensitive skin in a plastic baggie that served both needs. And gentle face lotion. I brushed my teeth and gargled and was as good as new.

I shook my long hair out of its ponytail from the day before. The hair tie left a big kink, and I tamed the tangles with my fingers. Once it was neat enough, I wound it around into a tight bun at the top of my head, and then I was ready for action.

Yesterday’s sweater went straight into my company-branded backpack, and I remembered the wet clothes sitting in my washing machine. Shit! I was supposed to go home and handle that last night.

I logged on to my computer to check my calendar for the day. I had a few meetings and a handful of emails to respond to. All in all, it was a light workload. This was great. I could get out at a reasonable time and manage my life. I could take care of my laundry and restart my WahLah garden to gain work-life balance again. I could do this. I just needed to survive the day.

Cheers erupted in the office, and I looked up from my computer screen to see what all the commotion was about.

It was Randall. Of course it was Randall.

“Can I have everyone’s attention? We have the best news! Our spring international campaign has been nominated for a Cannes Lions Award! This is huge!”

Thomas Finch clasped Randall’s shoulder. “For the first time, Muse Intelligence is getting the recognition it deserves in the digital marketing space, and it’s all thanks to Randall and his ingenious tagline, Let your muse come to you. What a stroke of inspiration. To Randall, everyone!”

My ears started ringing, and I leaned back into my chair, blocking out the sounds of the cheers and clapping.

I couldn’t believe what I had just heard. Randall’s stroke of inspiration? It was me and my team that came up with that tagline after we’d spent a quarter of a million dollars on an outside agency, and their suggestion was Ignite and Elevate with Muse Intelligence. Randall hadn’t even been at any of the meetings—how the hell did he end up getting all the credit for this? He didn’t attempt to correct Thomas.

Was there no integrity in this company? With any of these people?

The clamor of applause and hoots came swimming back to me, and I shot up from my seat.

“Excuse me, but Randall had absolutely nothing to do with that campaign.”

It was like a record scratch. Everyone stopped and looked at me, mouths hanging open.

“Well, we can say it was a team effort.” Randall laughed in an attempt to smooth it over, but fuck him and fuck this company.

“What effort did you contribute, Randall? As chief fun officer, is it usual for you to sit in the product-marketing meetings and build campaigns? Did you even have an opinion on the text color or font choices? As far as I can recall, the only involvement you have with literally anything is going to the digital marketing expos in Las Vegas and partying on the company Amex.”

There was a chorus of oohs around me, and I ignored them all.

“It was me, Peter, Santino, and Ishmael who have worked on every campaign for the last two and a half years. If anyone deserves recognition, it’s us.”

“Well, no, that’s not sporting, Joan,” Thomas said, rubbing his chin and frowning.

“My name is June, June Walker. I’ve been working here for six years. I see you every day.”

“Apologies.” He looked embarrassed at least. Good.

“I have worked endless hours for years for Muse Intelligence, and you let this fun officer come in and steal credit from hard-working employees. What kind of culture is this?”

“Okay, calm down now, June. We don’t need to devolve into hysterics. I can tell that you’re tired—after all, I saw you waking up at your desk. Maybe you need a mental health day; you know, our company allots a number of days for it. We care about our employees.” He had that CEO voice, the slick, condescending one. Calm down? As if my outrage weren’t justified. A Cannes Lions award was career making, and the team that made it happen wasn’t even acknowledged.

“What other things would this company take credit for?” I asked, and those who pretended they weren’t listening gasped.

“That’s enough, June. You can go home for the rest of the day.” Thomas’s tone was sharp, and before I could utter another word in response, he turned on his heel and walked across the floor to his office.

I shoved my things into my backpack. Fuck this place and fuck Thomas Finch and fuck Randall.

Santino approached me, holding a company-branded coffee mug. “You okay there?” Santino asked quietly.

“Perfectly peachy, why?” My voice was neutral, but I could hear the tremor from the residual adrenaline and anger.

“You sort of just went off on the CEO in front of everyone.”

“I didn’t go off on the CEO. I was honest and defending our work.”

“Yeah, and I appreciate the intention, but you can’t back talk executives like that. Especially not in front of the entire office. I got a bad feeling,” Santino whispered through clenched teeth. He had curly hair that reached the middle of his neck and the trendy mustache all the guys on Instagram were sporting. Handsome, but it never really registered in that way to me. He was my coworker and only true ally at Muse Intelligence.

“Well, if I go down, at least everyone knows the truth.”

“But Thomas is super well-connected. You’ll be blacklisted from every tech company in the Bay Area. Be careful, June.” He shook his head and started walking back to his desk.

“I think we are overestimating his influence here,” I called after him.

I set my bag down with a thud as soon as I walked into my apartment. At least I got home early to run my laundry again. I went through the motions of my chores, and suddenly my stomach growled.

Had I eaten lunch? I had skipped breakfast, and it was now past noon. I had to get WahLah up and running again.

I popped a frozen alfredo meal into the microwave. There were three pieces of broccoli, so it was somewhat well-rounded. Who was I kidding? At least I wouldn’t get scurvy.

I placed the hot plastic container on my coffee table and sat on the floor. Bingeing my YouTube content would be my prize after I finished eating, doing laundry, and starting over in WahLah. I needed my little garden. The fake sunflowers in a pink vase on my table looked dusty. I brushed off their petals.

“I was just standing up for myself. There’s no way they’d fire me, right? Companies love dedicated, hardworking employees. That’s what all the motivational posters in the breakroom say anyway. It’s not like I’d get in trouble. I was just honest. Being honest is good . . . isn’t it? I’d probably just need to apologize . . . profusely. I could do that. They’d probably apologize to me, if anything—they’re the ones that weren’t being truthful. Right?” I was talking to a vase of fake sunflowers—not that talking to real ones would be much better. This was not good. I needed to stop ruminating and distract myself. I stabbed a broccoli trunk with my fork.

Maybe I should consider upgrading to real plants one day. Probably best to wait until my life was more manageable and balanced. The last thing I needed were dirt and dead plants scattered around my little studio. I doubted that would really help with the drab atmosphere.

I finished up my chores, and when my clothes were mildew-free, I climbed into bed and blissfully watched YouTube, though when I turned off the lights later that night, I couldn’t help but feel a creeping sense of dread.




CHAPTER 3

June

It was eerily quiet when I walked into the office the next morning at my usual time, 7:55 a.m. on the dot. No one looked me in the eye.

“Good morning, Lindsay,” I said to our receptionist, one of the only other women who worked here.

She gave me a weak smile and went back to her computer screen, clearly avoiding me in discomfort. What—I called out some men on their shit, and now I was a pariah? Well, I could hold my nose up in the air too. I didn’t need that.

I booted up my computer, and within thirty seconds a meeting invite from Joe appeared on my calendar. A meeting that started in fifteen minutes.

My stomach dropped, and I ran to the bathroom. The anxiety pee was hitting me.

With my bladder empty, I headed to Joe’s office. Randall was exiting his door, barely sparing me a glance.

I gathered my courage to face Joe.

“Come in, June.” He sat at his desk in a black ergonomic office chair, waving me in.

I shut the door and took a seat across from him, hands clasped in my lap to keep from fiddling with my fingers and chipping away at the yellow polish I never fixed, due to my nerves about what would happen at work today.

He cleared his throat before speaking. “I’m sure you can guess why I called you in here?”

“I have an idea.”

“Your outburst yesterday was entirely out of line. Randall has filed a complaint, and with all the witnesses, including Mr. Finch, we have to write you up.”

I sputtered. Of all the things I was expecting, that was definitely not high on the list. Sure, I figured I would get a slap on the wrist for speaking out the way I did, but at the very least, I thought my team and I were going to get an apology. “Excuse me? Me . . . written up? For what?”

“Come on, June. You accused Randall of stealing your work, point-blank. It was highly unprofessional.”

“I said he and Mr. Finch were taking credit for the work of me and my team. Randall never so much as attended a brainstorming meeting. How does that warrant a formal reprimand?”

Joe sighed. “June, being defensive won’t really help your case here.”

“Help my case?”

“Are you denying Randall had any hand in the tagline Let your muse come to you?”

“Yes!”

“Then how do you explain this memo sent via Outlook dated a year ago?”

Joe slid a piece of paper across his desk. It was a printout of an email conveniently time-stamped a year ago . . . to the day. It was exceedingly brief for a creative memo, and I’d never seen Randall ever send something like this.

“I’ve never seen this before.”

“That’s strange, because you and your team are cc’d on this email.”

It had to have been fabricated. That was easy to do now with AI tools.

“Is this a conspiracy or something?” I asked, completely dumbfounded. Did I wake up and walk into a different dimension?

“June, listen to yourself. A conspiracy to do what? Make you out to be crazy? That’s absurd. I think Mr. Finch is right that you are overworked.”

“Overworked . . . ?” That slimy toad was lying to save his ass. I tried to finish my thought, but oxygen wasn’t reaching my brain, and my heart was thundering in my chest.

This was the worst time for a panic attack. I spotted a loose sheet of paper on the floor and focused on it, tracing the lines of the edges as my therapist taught me to do, redirecting my brain to focus on a calm, repetitive task.

“June, I’ve got another meeting coming up. Collect your thoughts and I’ll document your version of what happened yesterday.”

My eyes traced that rectangle over and over. I could feel my eyes glazing as I disassociated with the panic. Air finally started filling my chest as I took a deep breath in, held it, and then blew it out slowly, repeating several times.

“June.” Joe’s voice was loud and stern, making me jump.

I blinked away the tears that had been forming. “Why are you doing this?”

He looked down. “I’m just doing my job, it’s nothing personal.” He tapped the edge of his desk before looking back up at me. “I’ll note your side of the story, and then Mr. Finch has suggested we place you on a paid leave of absence to focus on your mental health. You’re too young to be working this hard. It’s clear that Randall’s comments from yesterday really bothered you. We are all on your team here. We want you to succeed and thrive at Muse Intelligence. So what do you say? Maybe plan a spa day?” Joe’s smile was so fake.

I laughed at the absurdity of it all. Did he expect me to buy any of this? If I took this paid leave of absence, that would essentially be accepting their outrageous fake memo as truth and brushing this under the rug, never to be brought up again—painting me into a liar and a villain. I was so done with every single man at this company who I had ever worked with walking all over me, talking over me, and ignoring me, and I sure as shit was over having men take credit for my work. No more.

“No.”

“No? Be reasonable, June. We are all here earning a paycheck and supporting our families . . . well, I know you don’t have a family just yet, but we have tried to be that family support for you.”

“I am going to stop you right there, Joe. Muse Intelligence is my employer. Randall, Mr. Chief Fun Officer, is an executive who is taking my work to pass off as his own to win an award. I have all the proof of my and my team’s contributions. All you have is this fake, pathetic email printout.”

“What are you saying?” Joe asked, brows furrowed.

“I want my, Santino’s, Peter’s, and Ishmael’s contributions included at this award ceremony. If not . . . I’ll . . .” What could I do? What would they care that I did? “I’ll . . . go to the press!”

“The press? Really, there is no need to be dramatic. If your team worked with Randall, then this will all smooth over. I think this paid leave of absence will do you some real good.”

Was he really doubling down on this? Still trying to get me to share anything with fucking Randall? Why would they bend over backward for that awful man? Even after the years of dedication and care I’d put into this company, it was clear they’d never be on my side. My hands shook in anger, and I clenched them to keep them steady. “No, you can keep your paid leave of absence. I quit.”

“June, be reasonable.”

“No, I am tired of working somewhere where no one can get my name right. I’m tired of giving the best of myself and getting nothing in return. I quit.”

As I stormed out of Joe’s office, everyone stopped what they were doing mid-task. I felt their gazes like darts ricocheting off my body. All these people who I had spent six long years with, hours upon hours of my adult life. I never wanted to see their faces ever again.

My cubicle was pretty bare-bones. I had a mug I had used since college that I had gotten for fifty cents at a garage sale. It was an old lady mug, big and floral in colors that were popular in the nineties, all pastels with a small chip on the rim. I put it in my backpack. My favorite pens I would keep. My notebook that I had gotten at T.J.Maxx for four dollars was cute, but it was full of dumb Muse Intelligence to-do lists and ideas for future marketing campaigns. I threw it in the trash bin under my desk. I wanted no reminders of this place.

I unpinned the only photo I had up. The photograph of me with my brother, Cash, and our grandma at our favorite place we would visit every summer and fall, and even some Christmases—Sunshine Farm in Love County, Oklahoma. In the photo, I was fourteen and Cash was fifteen and we were all smiles amid the tall sunflowers. The farm used to be in my grandmother’s family before it was sold when she was a little girl. Even though we didn’t own it anymore, it had still felt like home.

I took the clear pushpin out and placed the photo in my backpack, in the laptop slot that would not be in use since I’d be leaving the company laptop here.

I wrapped myself in my peacoat, as if it were an external layer of armor, and I walked toward the exit. No one said a word to me. Fuckers. Lindsay was still at reception and refused to meet my eyes.

I made it to the front door and paused with my hand on the knob.

This was my first real job. I had given everything to Muse Intelligence. I had fantasized about walking out and quitting so many times over the years and had been too chickenshit to do it, too worried about job security.

This one was for me and every other person who had been taken advantage of as an employee so that investors and shareholders could become filthy rich. We were people. This company and all its sycophants could go to hell.

I turned around and saw everyone standing at their desks, watching me.

I smiled and gave them all the double bird.

They could kiss my ass.
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