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      This is for those of you doing something scared. I know it’s terrifying but do the fucking thing. You’ve got this!
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      Who knew being an “adult” would be so tedious? It’s been hours of looking at houses. This whole process seems much easier in movies and TV shows. Most of those people find their dream house in a matter of minutes. I’ve been at this for weeks.

      “Can we stop for food?” Kate whines from the back seat. “I’m starving.”

      “We still have three more houses on the list.” I drive right past a few restaurants. “I want to see what the outside looks like before I get in touch with the realtor.”

      “And we can still do that,” Kate argues. “But if I don’t eat soon, it’s not going to be pretty.”

      Why did I think bringing my best friends would be a good idea? They’ve found something wrong with every house we’ve looked at. It wouldn’t normally bug me, but everything they’ve pointed out has been minor. It’s like they have a vendetta against me buying a house.

      “Fine, where would you like to eat?”

      “Somewhere that serves booze.”

      Leave it to Kate to want to find a sit-down place that will take longer than a drive thru.

      “What about you Emily? Is there anywhere in particular you’d like to go?”

      She stares out the passenger window for a bit before responding. “It doesn’t matter to me.”

      Of course she’d be neutral. It’s the position she usually takes when Kate and I can’t come to an agreement. I don’t hold it against her, though. Kate and I are both headstrong. We’re also petty for no reason. It’s a wonder we’ve been able to stay friends this long.

      A restaurant comes into view, and I ease off the gas to turn into the parking lot. It’s a place we’ve come to before, and the only reason I decided on it is because the lot is virtually empty. “Fine. We’ll eat.”

      “Yes!” Kate throws her hand up in victory. Her knuckles hit the roof, and she yelps. “Ow. I forgot for a second that we’re in a vehicle.”

      “Are you sure drinking is a good idea?” I put the car in park and step outside. Once she opens the door, I keep going. “If you forgot you were in a car, what hope do I have that you’ll be able to pay attention to the houses?”

      “Please,” she scoffs, “you act like I can’t handle my booze. I’ll totally be fine.”

      Like I believe that. She’s going to get full on food, have a couple of margaritas, and take a nap in the backseat. It’s been happening this way since we were in college. Now, we’re officially grown. Or, that’s what we keep telling ourselves.

      “Fine, let’s get inside so we can drive by these last few houses before heading home.”

      “I don’t know why you want to move out of the apartment anyway,” Kate grumbles as we enter the restaurant. “It’s not like we’re piled on top of each other. And we always have a good time.”

      That’s the thing, though. We’re always together. We see each other at work, at home, and when we go out for drinks. I love my friends dearly, but I need some space. And it’s finally within my grasp since the flower shop has become a staple for our town.

      I get why she doesn’t want me to move out. Aside from her brother, she didn’t have the upbringing Emily and I did. We weren’t treated the way her parents treated her.

      But after years of sharing a room with my sister, then a dorm room, and now an apartment. I’m ready to stretch my limbs and be on my own. I don’t know how to explain that to her, though.

      “Just think of all the things you can do with an empty room.”

      “You know, you’re right.” She nods her head in agreement.

      Emily shakes her head and laughs. “No, you don’t get it all to yourself. We’re splitting it down the middle. Fifty-fifty.”

      “Buzzkill.” Kate pouts. They can duke that out on their own after I’ve found a house I like. At least she’s no longer making jabs at me.
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        * * *

      

      “This is it!” I jump up and down, clapping my hands.

      “Is that a smile?” Emily steps in front of me to study my expression. “Kate, come here, I think Sam is broken.”

      Kate rushes to us after poking around in the kitchen. I don’t know why. We’ve been friends practically our whole lives and I’ve never once seen her pick up a cooking utensil.

      “I think you’re right.” She presses against my shoulder to see if I’m real. “Who are you? And, what have you done with Samantha?”

      “You know,” I stop my celebration, “you aren’t that funny.”

      “Please, I’m hilarious.” She places a hand over her chest as if she’s offended. “But I agree. This house is perfect for you. Well, except for the fact she’ll have neighbors.”

      “We have neighbors now.” Emily points out. “The plus side is she won’t be sharing a wall with any of them.”

      Kate whirls on Emily. “Don’t tell me you’re considering moving out now, too. I can’t lose both of my friends to adulthood at the same time.”

      She blames it on that, but I know it’s because she doesn’t want to lose her sense of family. Because that’s what me and Emily are to her…family.

      “I’m not going anywhere. I want to have a big nest egg before I even consider it.”

      “You mean, your parents want you to have a ton of money in savings before you take that step.” I add to the conversation. “They probably have an entire spreadsheet set up for you, don’t they?”

      “I’m not answering that.” Emily juts her chin in the air. I’m right, I know it. Their relationship is almost as weird as Kate’s with her parents. The difference is Emily’s mom and dad want her to have the stability they have. It comes from a place of love.

      “So, we can put in an offer?” the realtor asks once there’s a quiet moment between the three of us. Who knows what she probably thinks of us. We’re so comfortable around each other we sometimes forget how to act when other people are around.

      “Most definitely.” I spin around the living room, imagining how I’m going to place my furniture. It’ll be nice having total control over the decoration. I don’t have to make compromises with roommates.

      “Excellent. We’ll go with your minimum offer, and if they deny that, we’ll go up from there until we hit your max. Is that okay with you?” The realtor had a huge grin on her face as she thought of the possible sale.

      “Absolutely.” I squeal, and kind of freak myself out. I’m not used to being this happy over something. “How long will it take?”

      “It’s hard to tell, but I’ll try to get the sale closed as quickly as possible.” She glances at the legal pad in her hand. “In no time I’ll be handing you the keys.”

      “This is so exciting.”

      “I think we should celebrate.” Kate whoops.

      “It’s not official yet.” I mutter.

      “Who cares, you found a place that none of us have an issue with. It calls for celebration.” Emily butted in.

      This is why I love my friends, and why they are all I’ll ever need.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            samantha

          

        

      

    

    
      “Can you bring that over here?” Kate calls from the other side of the room.

      “Uh, bring what?” She’s pointing in this direction, but there’s a myriad of things it could be. She could be a little more specific.

      “The floral tape.” Her voice is high pitched and annoyed. “I’m pointing right at it.”

      “Hey, just because your dad is on your nerves doesn’t mean you can take it out on me.” It’s the biggest issue I have with her. She likes to put on a tough front, but any time there’s trouble she likes to have an attitude.

      “I’m sorry, Sam.” She leans against the table, and studies the design she’s working on. “He keeps bugging me about taking Xander over there for dinner. As if I would let him sit through that torture.”

      One of these days she’ll learn she has to let people make decisions for themselves. Though, I don’t blame her. Her parents are something else. Growing up, we spent very little time at Kate’s house. They were a large part of the reason why.

      “What do we have on the calendar for the week?” I have to change the subject. If not, she’ll go on for hours despite her dad finally treating her with a modicum of respect.

      I grab the floral tape and toss it toward her work table. It rolls a couple of inches along the table before wobbling and falling on its side.

      She pulls out her phone and glances at the calendar. I could do the same thing, except my phone is across the room and I don’t feel like getting it. It’s so quiet with just the two of us here. Everyone else had to leave when we closed, but we decided to stay and work on some designs for Tiffany and Spencer.

      “Let’s see…” Her fingers tap on the screen. “Emily has a meeting in the morning. It looks like it’s with city council. Caroline will be here all day. There are two wedding this weekend. Emily and I have those covered. It shows you have time blocked off for a job on Saturday, but it doesn’t say what it is.”

      What the hell? “I don’t remember agreeing to anything.”

      “I don’t know. It says it was added by Emily.” She forgets about the project she’s working on and comes to me. She holds the phone in front of my face and points at the screen. “See.”

      Kate isn’t wrong. Emily is the one who put it in. “The only way she would have done that is if she knew it was something I would have said no to.”

      “As opposed to things you’ll do outside of weddings?” Kate grins and I can’t help but roll my eyes. “Look, whatever it is she needs you to do must be important. I bet it has something to do with the festival we’re partnering with the town on.”

      “Even worse.” I groan. “Being in large groups of people isn’t exactly my cup of tea.”

      “It never stopped you when we went to all those concerts in college.”

      “That was different.” I scoot back my stool and stand, forcing Kate to take a step back. “One, I was much younger. And, two, the vibe at a concert is not exactly the same as it is during a town festival. It brings in a lot of folks from out of town.”

      “I know.” Kate holds her hands up. “Remember, I grew up here, too. This festival has been happening since before we were born.”

      “And it gets bigger every year.” It’s not like I begrudge the town for holding it. The money they make from tourists is more than any other time of year. My mind is baffled over the amount of people who come here because of a flower. They grow all over the state, but we tend to attract a large crowd from the bigger cities.

      “It’s good business for everyone,” Kate sighs. “Who knows, maybe that’s not what your work day is for.”

      Now that she’s put the thought in my head, I have no doubt that’s what it’s about. Ugh, sometimes I love and hate working with my best friends. They have a tendency to force me out of my comfort zone. When I was in high school and college it wasn’t that hard. Now, though, I’m pretty set in my loner ways.

      I grab Kate’s phone and scroll through the calendar to the days the festival takes place. “That’s why I’m on the calendar to do it. Both of you have weddings and Caroline has something with her family.”

      “I’m sorry, Sam.” Kate places a hand on my shoulder. “If I wasn’t dealing with the most inconsistent bride in the world, I’d trade places with you. But I also know you wouldn’t mesh well with this particular person.”

      “If it’s the one I think you’re talking about, I’m good.” That bride is not someone I want to work with. “Is that the design you’re working on?”

      “Yeah, it’s probably the tenth combination I’ve put together for her.” She rubs her temples with her fingers. “I swear, we need to add something in our contracts about design limits. We’ve never had someone as indecisive as this lady. I thought we were making progress, and then she flipped the script…again.”

      “Sounds like a good job for Kai.”

      “You know what, you’re right.” She grabs a piece of paper and a pen from the table in front of us. “If I don’t write the note now, I’ll forget.”

      “What’s Xander doing tonight?” It’s weird that she’s here and not home with him. Those two seem inseparable when they aren’t at work. I never thought I’d see the day Kate settled down, but they are perfect for each other.

      “I’m not sure. He said something about meeting up with Kai.” She shrugs and finishes the note. “At least they get along.”

      “That is a huge plus.”

      “Do you think you’ll find a significant other one day?” Her question is sincere, but it still ruffles my feathers. “Not that you need to. I was team no boyfriend until Xander plopped himself in the seat across from me at the bar.”

      “If it happens, it happens. If not, that’s fine too.” What I don’t mention is I’m enjoying my life. It’s been nice not having to answer to anyone. “I’m not searching for love, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Just a question.” Kate raises her hands in the air. “I think I’m gonna get out of here. Are you ready to go?”

      “Yeah.” I scoot my stool under the table. “I can hear my sofa calling me.”

      “I’ll lock up.” Kate picks up the note she wrote out for her brother. “You go ahead. Just gonna leave this on Kai’s desk.”

      I move to grab my phone and wallet before heading out the door. I should take a picture of the design I was working on to send to Tiffany and Spencer, but that can wait until tomorrow. All I want is to go home and binge watch something on TV until I fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I stab the volume button on the remote. The TV is nowhere near loud enough to drown out the sound of power tools next door. Doesn’t he know it’s late, and his neighbors are trying to relax? A quick glance at my phone shows it’s only seven thirty.

      Okay, so maybe it’s not as late as I thought. But that doesn’t negate the fact, most people are sitting down to dinner with their families. Or, they are stuffing their face with popcorn while watching reality TV. How am I supposed to enjoy myself with that racket going on.

      I swipe the screen on my phone and pull up my text messages. The group chat is the first message and I open it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Samantha

      

      
        Someone please talk me out of going to jail tonight.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Emily

      

      
        What exactly would put you there?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Samantha

      

      
        Who do you think?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        I mean, I’ve got bail money if we need it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Caroline

      

      
        Do not listen to Kate under any circumstances.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        I’m not sure how I feel about that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Samantha

      

      
        That can be discussed later. Right now, I need y’all to talk me down.

      

      

      

      

      

      My phone rings with a video chat. All three of my friends are staring at me. “I don’t think this required a phone call.”

      “It did if we want to make sure you don’t actually strangle your neighbor.” Emily shakes her head. “Also, can you turn the TV down?”

      “It won’t be any quieter. He’s running some sort of tool over there and you’d think it wouldn’t be as loud. I mean our houses aren’t that close together.”

      “Sam, I also have bail money for you.” Xander’s face pops onto the screen behind Kate.

      “Stop encouraging her.” Caroline sighs and leans back against her sofa. Her son, David, asks what bail money is, and I can already tell she’s not happy she has to explain it. “Why don’t you nicely ask him if he’ll stop?”

      “Because when has that ever worked?”

      “Have you done it?” Emily tilts her head to the side, waiting for my response.

      She knows the answer to this. It’s only her way of forcing me to say it out loud. I don’t want to give into the pressure, but I can see all of my friends staring at me…waiting.

      “No. Of course, not. Y’all know I don’t like confrontation.”

      They don’t miss a beat. Laughter fills the room coming from my phone. It’s not that funny, and honestly, I’m offended.

      Caroline is the first to break her laughter, though her words are choppy as she catches her breath. “You are probably the most confrontational out of all of us. What’s the real reason you won’t ask him to knock it off until tomorrow?”

      Emily eyes me. She’s the only one in our group that somehow seems to know what any of us are thinking at any given time. She was here the day he moved in next door. There was an attraction, but he didn’t seem to want to give me the time of day when I tried to introduce myself. His loss. I won’t mention the fact he was on the phone and had boxes stacked in his arms. Could I have tried again? Absolutely, but it’s not something I wanted to do.

      “Does it matter?”

      “It does if you want some peace and quiet,” she answers. “All you have to do is ask him politely if he can hold off working on whatever it is until tomorrow.”

      “Fine,” I huff. “But if you get a call from jail, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “You’ve got this.” Kate gives me a thumbs up.

      I hang up the call, and get off the sofa. I can do this. Being nice shouldn’t be that hard despite all the things he does that drive me bananas.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            benjamin

          

        

      

    

    
      Why won’t this piece of wood smooth out? It doesn’t matter how many times I’ve run the sander over it. Nothing seems to happen.

      The whirring dies down as I turn it off and check the paper. There is still a decent amount of grit to it. This makes zero sense. Maybe this sign hates me. Or this piece of wood does, at least.

      Running my finger over the area in question, the tiny shards of wood poke me. Maybe the third times the charm. If this doesn't work, I'll have to get another piece and start over.

      I've never had a project frustrate me as much as this has. But it's fine. It'll all be fine. Once I finish, whether or not I have to start over, this placard is going to look amazing in the park.

      Taking a deep breath, I flip the sander over and turn it back on. Here goes nothing. I press down harder than I did before, and hope the texture gives. Though, now I'm worried it'll be uneven.

      The wood jumps as I hit the defiant knot and the sander slips from my hands. I yank the plug out of the wall before I mess up my tools. Screw it. That piece of wood is out to get me. The only way forward is to start over.

      Looks like it will be a lot of long nights ahead of me. It wouldn’t be so bad if the deadline wasn’t next week. Grabbing the sander, I set it aside and grab the wood to set it aside. Maybe I can repurpose parts of this.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket, and I turn off the sander. I swear I'm not getting anything done. Pulling my phone out, I check the screen. It's from a client. It’s like nobody understands office hours. The photo shoot isn’t until Sunday. Surely whatever they need can be addressed in the morning.

      I silence the call and get back to work. If I don’t make progress on this it won’t be ready for the city. I’m supposed to meet them with the final product Saturday morning. Now that I have to start over, I’ll be pushing it to make the deadline.

      Grabbing my earbuds, I place them in my ear. Music will make this go by faster. It has to. Maybe I’ll hit my groove and get halfway through it tonight. Indie rock blasts through the speaker as I sand down this new piece of wood. It’s the part of the process that takes the longest. At least, it feels that way. The monotony is what makes the project drag. Too bad I can’t jump into etching the information before this step, even though I’ll have to do it again when I’m done.

      One day I’ll learn not to volunteer for so many things. That’s how it has to happen, though. Nobody else is willing to step in and make improvements for the community. I’m lucky Whoopsie Daisy will be partnering with me for the upcoming festival. I never would have considered them if it wasn’t for one of my client’s wedding planner mentioning them.

      Hopefully I’m working with Emily. She seems the nicest and most community oriented in the group. Not that I know them all that well. Samantha lives next door and doesn’t acknowledge me half the time. The others I’ve seen at Out of the Ashes on the few occasions I go out and have a few drinks. Emily’s the one I was put in contact with, though. If this goes well, we’ll have to partner up on things for our businesses. It’s a shame we haven’t already.

      The sander catches on fewer and fewer pieces of wood. At least the process seems to be much smoother this time around. If it keeps going this easily, I’ll be done with time to spare. I don’t want to jinx it and knock on the block of wood in front of me.

      A hand waves in front of my face, and I jump back. The sander going forward. It’s a quick release so as soon as my hand leaves the handle, it turns off. That doesn’t keep it from almost hitting my neighbor. She turns out of the way before it would have hit her.

      “What in the hell are you doing?” She holds her hands to her chest. “I could have died.”

      “Not likely. Have a hellacious bruise…maybe.” The reddening of her cheeks and glare in my direction is all the proof I need to know I should have kept my mouth shut.  “What are you doing here anyway?”

      She huffs and straightens her shirt. “I was coming over to see if you could keep the noise down. I can’t hear my TV over the constant buzzing sound.”

      How the hell did she hear it? I mean I know we’re neighbors, but our houses aren’t that close together. Plus, I’m in my garage. “You didn’t think to knock, or make some sort of noise? One of us could have gotten seriously hurt.”

      I can practically see the steam rising from her. “You don’t think I did that? I knocked on the wall. I yelled your name like five times.” She points to opening of my garage. “When that didn’t work, I did the only other thing I thought might. Hence me waving my hand in front of your face since nothing else was getting your attention.”

      Oh. I kind of feel like an ass now that she explains what happens. “Sorry.”

      “For being loud? Or, almost taking me out with a power tool?” Samantha crosses her arms over her chest and taps her foot. If I wasn’t scared she might attack me, I’d tell her the pose is adorable. But I value my life.

      “Both?” I’m not sure how to answer that. Honestly, I didn’t think I was being that loud.

      “You don’t sound too sure about that.” Her stance has relaxed so I feel a bit better about proceeding.

      “No, I am sorry for both. I was trying to get this piece finished for the park, but the wood messed up and I had to start over again. It’s due to be unveiled this weekend, so now I’m in a time crunch.”

      She doesn’t look impressed with my explanation, but doesn’t really say anything either.

      “I have of shoots for the rest of the week. I’ll try to work on the project during the day while at work.” I pause for a second. “But if I have to work on it in the evening, what’s the latest time that’s good for you?”

      Yes, I’m giving in. But we live in a community and I don’t want to be the one who causes problems. I’m the newest person to move in and rocking the boat isn’t what I want to do.

      Samantha taps her finger against her chin, thinking about it far harder than it needs to be. “Is eight too early?”

      In all honesty, it’s not, but I’ve seen when she turns off the lights in her house. She’s a night owl like me. It’s surprising she’s the only one on our block complaining about the noise. Nobody else has said a word to me.

      “Not at all.” I’m about to press my luck and I don’t care. “Are there any nights I can work late?”

      She rolls her eyes, annoyed with the question. “Sure, I actually have girl’s night tomorrow and don’t get home until late. Knock yourself out.”

      She turns and walks out of my garage without another word. That is probably the strangest interaction I’ve had with her. I’ll give her the benefit of the doubt. Maybe she had a rough day and needed the quiet time tonight. It’s odd because she’s never come over here before and this isn’t the first time I’ve worked on a project late at night. Though, it’s barely nine, so it’s not really that late.

      Cleaning up looks to be the only thing I can do for the rest of the night. Maybe I should call it an early night and go to bed. My shoot tomorrow is likely to be long and exhausting.
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        * * *

      

      “It’s early spring, why is it so hot?” The bride I’m shooting today is lifting her hair off her neck while her friend fans her.

      She’s not wrong. The weather has been weird, but it’s a beautiful day and the lighting is perfect for photos. Her wedding planner, Angel, is standing next to me and groans as soon as the words leave her mouth. Apparently, this bride is a pain to work with if her reactions are anything to go by.

      “I know it’s warmer than expected. But the faster we get through this, the faster you can get out of the dress and back into normal clothes.”

      This woman is not going to survive in her dress on her wedding day if this is hot to her. Especially since she’s having a summer wedding, with parts of it outside, in Texas. That feels like a recipe for disaster. Though, I’ll be on the brunt end of that too since I’m shooting the wedding. Luckily, I’ll have some people helping me to cover it.

      “How many more pictures do we need?” Her voice is a pout, and I’m already wishing she had chosen a different photographer. I’m here for the good vibes, and that’s hard to do when the people you’re working with are full of negativity.

      “Not many,” I answer. “We’re a little over halfway through shots you said you wanted.”

      “More like her mother wanted,” Angel grumbles. “None of this is what her or her fiancé want. Both of their parents are forcing themselves into the planning process.”

      That actually makes more sense as to why she’s not being the most cooperative. I wouldn’t either if I was forced to do something I didn’t want to. But I’m guess they are the ones paying the bill and the bride and groom don’t feel they have the right to say anything.

      The bride shakes her mood off and straightens her shoulders. “Okay, where to next?”

      We’re at the arboretum in Dallas. It’s an amazing place to take bridal photos, even if you’re tripping over photographers the entire day and having to wait your turn for certain shots.

      “We’re close to the infinity pond that overlooks the lake. Do you want to get that shot out of the way?”

      She smiles, and I have a feeling this is a shot that she really wanted. At least she’ll be happy for a bit. We walk over to the pool, and of course there are other photos being taken in the same exact spot I want. I’ve done so many shoots here that I know the place like the back of my hand. We’ll grab a couple of the other ones her mom wanted while we wait for a space to clear up.

      “So, Angel, are you guys doing a booth at the festival?” Perks of small town businesses is we all know each other pretty well.

      “I don’t even know why you’re asking. The city has put me on the planning committee with you. I already have feelers out for volunteers to help with set up and all that. The high school has already sent me lists of students who expressed interest.”

      “Is that normal?” I moved to Asheville from a bigger city. Most of the stuff done there was paid.

      “For us, yeah. Most of the kids volunteering are seniors and need to get their community service hours in for scholarships. Though, they all seem to be waiting until the last minute to do it. One day these kids will earn the earlier they get the work done, the less they have to worry about during their senior year.”

      “That makes sense.” I direct the bride to change her pose, and then let her best friend get it on the photos. “Oh, thanks for suggesting Whoopsie Daisy to partner with for it.”

      “No problem.” She waves the comment away. “I know they’ll be a lot of help. Who are you working with?”

      “Emily is the person I talked to, so I’m assuming her.” At least I hope it is. Samantha has already shown she dislikes me for whatever reason. I’m not sure if I could work with her for a prolonged period of time.

      “They are all great to work with. You’re in good hands. It was only fitting that they be part of the festival since it’s based around a flower. I’m actually not sure why they didn’t participate before. This festival has been around for as long as I can remember.”

      “Hopefully we can pull it off without a hitch.”

      “I’m on the committee, of course we will.” She glances at the notes app in her phone. “Speaking of, I’ll have to leave the meeting early for a wedding. We should really consider moving them to weeknights.”

      “Yeah, that would probably be smart considering we’ve all got wedding events to cover on the weekends.” I glance to the pond and notice an opening. “Let’s get the bride’s photos taken care of so we can all get out of here.”

      The sooner we get out of here, the sooner I can work on the park project and get that done before the meeting. Being on Samantha’s horrible neighbor list is not where I want to be.
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