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        For Allen.

        For a supervillain, you’re a pretty nice guy.

        I can’t wait to see what you do with your life.
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      This book contains the following elements: profanity, open-door sex scenes, alcohol use, difficult parent/adult-child relationships, past cancer diagnosis, hospital visits (unrelated to cancer), and brief mention of a past homophobic incident.

      I welcome comments on my website should you find something not mentioned above.
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      A crime scene from a B movie—that’s what the kitchen looked like, with red sauce, chunks of meat, and wavy noodles everywhere. Tears welled in Elissa’s eyes as she wondered what exactly she’d done wrong. The only thing she wanted this New Year’s Day was to enjoy the meal she’d prepared with love for her parents and her brother and sister. That was it, a small request of the fates after the worst year she’d ever endured.

      She’d spent half the day following her mother’s lasagna recipe, the same recipe that had graced the Wrights’ table on special occasions for Elissa’s entire life. Homemade sauce, premium cheeses, the perfect mix of ground beef and Italian sausage, an offering to whatever god or gods might be watching. Something to guarantee her family better luck in the year to come than in the one past. But the fates deemed it too big a favor, and the remains of the lasagna spread across the kitchen floor, a murder committed on the hopes of her future.

      “Elissa, is everything okay?” Her mother poked her head into the kitchen, and her eyes widened as she took in the disaster. “Oh, dear.”

      Dana’s understatement of the year—the lowest of bars, since it was the first day—released the sob that had stuck in Elissa’s chest the instant the pan slipped out of the oven mitts. Nothing seemed to go her way lately. This was merely the latest in a long line of misadventures that had started nearly a year ago, with her mother’s cancer diagnosis.

      Elissa’s sobs only grew when her mother pulled her in for a hug. Mom’s shushing noises did nothing to soothe Elissa.

      They were alone for the moment. Her sister would show whenever it suited her. Dad was out on a walk, but her mom had been too tired to join him. Even now, the dark circles under her eyes sent pangs of guilt through Elissa. Fortunately, her brother was fast asleep. Leo had been the only member of the family to make it to midnight and ring in the New Year last night.

      “What happened?” her mother asked when the sobbing finally quieted a few minutes later.

      Elissa pulled off the oven mitts and tossed them onto the kitchen counter. She wiped the tears from her cheeks and surveyed the damage.

      “It just slipped. I’m sorry, Mom.”

      “There’s nothing to be sorry for. Accidents happen.” She rubbed Elissa’s back. At least the strength in her hands had returned to normal. “I’ll get the dustpan and mop.”

      “No, I made the mess. I’ll clean it up.”

      “I guess that lesson sunk in deeper than I intended. This is too big. You need an extra pair of hands.”

      Knowing it would be impossible to convince her mother otherwise, Elissa merely nodded. Her mother went to the utility closet and pulled out the dustpan, the mop, and a bucket. Elissa carefully picked up the remnants of the glass pan. She let out a sigh, grateful her brat of a sister wasn’t here to tease her relentlessly, as she always did whenever Elissa made a mistake. Since that rarely happened, Ami never missed an opportunity.

      Her mom pulled out her phone.

      “Who are you calling?”

      “I’m texting your dad so he can go for pizza. It’ll be fine, Elissa.”

      Elissa scooped most of the mess with the dustpan while her mom went back and forth with her dad for a few minutes. Mom filled the bucket when she was done. She took out the trash and Elissa finished the job. Soon enough, the kitchen was nearly back to its normal, sparkling state.

      “Come on. Let me pour you a glass of wine,” her mom said with a final swipe of the counters to remove the splattered sauce.

      Elissa trudged behind her mother to the festive table, candles lit and light sparkling off their best crystal wine glasses. They were supposed to be celebrating a return to normal after the incredibly crappy year they’d just finished. Perhaps it hadn’t gone exactly according to plan, but soon everyone would gather around this table. Together.

      That was a good thing, maybe the only good thing to happen in the last year. For a while there, Elissa wasn’t sure it would happen.

      Mom poured the wine, a little more than what Elissa usually drank and definitely more than the doctor suggested her mother could have.

      As if she could read Elissa’s mind, her mother said, “Don’t start. It’s New Year’s and an extra-large glass after that mess won’t kill me.”

      “Mom! Don’t even joke about it.”

      Her mother heaved a sigh and ran a hand over her too-short graying hair, newly grown since her last treatment. “I don’t know how else to handle it, Lissa. I’m not a crier, and I’m certainly not going to lash out at you for an accident. So, gallows humor it is.”

      Silence descended as they examined their glasses. On top of her mother’s diagnosis, her sister was on academic suspension at the university, her brother had been in the hospital twice in the last year because of his asthma, and Elissa had broken up with her long-term boyfriend. Her father had been the only member of the family not directly touched by their string of bad luck, but he had been run ragged dealing with everyone else’s crap.

      “Then, to new beginnings.” Elissa raised her glass, though she doubted they’d get what they wanted.

      They clinked their glasses and sipped at the red wine.

      “I appreciate all the trouble you went through today. You didn’t need to.” Mom put her glass on the table and rotated it slowly, watching the light play off the wine and the crystal.

      Of course Elissa had to go through all the trouble. The mandate her mother had handed her when diagnosed with cancer almost a year ago declared everything should remain as normal as possible.

      Her mom’s exact words at the family meeting had been, “I don’t want anything to change.”

      As the eldest daughter, “normal” fell primarily on Elissa’s shoulders. Ensuring everyone had everything they needed, keeping traditions, updating extended family, even getting the Christmas cards out on time. Things she’d usually helped with but had taken over completely this past year.

      And “normal” also meant lasagna for New Year’s Day, as it had always been. Her mom was too tired to cook, and Elissa stepped in. She’d asked her useless teenage brother to help, but he’d fallen asleep.

      Elissa put down her wine, too. The complex flavors turned to dust in her mouth, and she couldn’t swallow. They still had one more hurdle before her father could sound the all-clear. One more follow-up with the oncologist to see if Mom was in remission. Only then would Elissa breathe easy.

      “Elissa, now that my chemo is done, you should really consider getting on with your life. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me, for this family over the last year, but you’re twenty-five. It’s time for you to live your own life and not worry about us.”

      Here we go again.

      Since her last treatment a few weeks ago, she’d been meddling. When was Elissa going to move out? Had she been on any dates recently? Shouldn’t she be looking into getting a newer car?

      “Let’s see what the doctor has to say, Mom.” Elissa wasn’t yet ready to trust in her mom’s progress. If she did, and the cancer wasn’t gone…

      “I’m fine. I feel pretty good, actually, and the doctor has always said the chances for remission were high. We caught the cancer early. You need to move on.”

      “We’ve talked about this. I want to make sure you’re okay before I move out. Anyway, tax season is about to start. I won’t have time to find an apartment, let alone move, before April.”

      Elissa had chosen a practical career in accounting. Most of the year, her hours were normal and manageable. But from February until mid-April, she wouldn’t have time to do anything other than work, eat, and sleep.

      “Fine. But would you please consider a small request before the IRS ends your social life for three months?”

      How could she deny her mother anything? She’d raised three kids—one with a chronic health condition, one with a chronic attitude condition, and one with a chronic tendency for perfectionism—and seemed to have kicked cancer’s butt.

      “Sure, Mom.”

      “Go on a date. A friend of mine has a son about your age. He’s single. Give it a shot.”

      Elissa didn’t hide her eye roll. Yet another bone of contention between the two was her complete lack of a dating life this past year. She’d stayed in Tucson to take care of her family, and her live-in boyfriend hadn’t. Good riddance and a sacrifice she’d make again. Her mom didn’t need to worry about her dating life, too, not while waiting for the all-clear from the doc.

      Life this past year had consisted of little besides work, chores around the house, toting her brother around town, and Mom’s appointments. It wasn’t much to brag about, and after all, it was a new year.

      New beginnings, right?

      “Fine. One date, but then you have to lay off. Once you have the all-clear and tax season is over, we can revisit this. Deal?”

      “Deal!” Her mom beamed like she’d won an important victory.

      Maybe she had.
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      Ryan sat with arms crossed on the big, overstuffed leather recliner in the living room, glaring at his father and brother as they waited for his mother to join them. The lack of cars outside when he arrived and the quiet interior had set off alarm bells. His gut insisted he’d walked into a trap, or else the rest of the family, all those aunts, uncles, cousins, second cousins, and great-whatevers, would be here to enjoy the food he smelled cooking in the kitchen.

      At the DeMarco clan’s annual Christmas brunch, Ryan had politely declined his father’s invitation to join them for New Year’s dinner. He’d hoped to hook up with the holiday hire before she went back to college in California in two weeks. He should have figured out his parents’ plan earlier. The clues had all been there. His parents had each called several times, but he’d never returned those calls. Instead, they’d sent their minion.

      His older brother Alex had shown up at the bar where Ryan worked minutes before the New Year’s party officially started. Immersed in the chaos of New Year’s Eve and with his arms around the holiday hire—what had been her name?—Ryan’s stomach plummeted when he caught a glimpse of his brother. His parents weren’t going to take no for an answer, apparently.

      “What is it?” Ryan asked.

      “You need to come for dinner tomorrow, Ry.”

      “I don’t want to come for dinner tomorrow, Alex. I want to sleep and not deal with the parental bullshit.”

      “Don’t make me do this.” Alex pulled out his phone and typed.

      “Do what?”

      “Invoke the cousin group chat.”

      Fuck. That was at least a dozen people between his mom’s side, his dad’s side, and several second cousins, all living in and around Tucson. Best-case scenario, his phone would blow up with messages. Worst-case, they’d all crash the work party and make his night a living hell.

      “Fine.” He slammed down a heavy beer mug and glared at Alex. “I’ll be there. Six?”

      “Yeah, six will work. See you then, Ryan.”

      His mother finally strode in, the tapping of her heels on the terracotta tile silenced by the colorful rug. She made herself comfortable on the couch next to Alex and shared a look with her husband. All eyes turned to Ryan.

      “We are concerned about your future, sweetheart.” His mother’s expression was appropriately grave.

      Oh, shit. His mother only called him “sweetheart” when she wanted something from him. Or when he was in serious trouble. Or when they told him his Nonna was dying. The warmth fled his body, leaving his hands cold.

      “You graduated over five years ago and are still working as a bartender,” his father said. “I know it must be difficult to find a job with a degree in global studies, but have you even considered doing something with it?”

      Alessandro DeMarco couldn’t keep the scorn out of his voice when mentioning Ryan’s one shining moment. He had earned his BA in global studies, with honors, thank you very much, but for his father, he may as well had never gone to college. If it wasn’t related to the family business, or an obvious career path like pre-med or pre-law, it didn’t count. There were plenty of jobs with non-profits and government agencies for someone with his credentials, but he had other ideas.

      “No, Dad, I’m just going to blow my trust fund and be a bartender for the rest of my life.”

      His words had their desired effect. With his father’s reddened face and lowered brows, Ryan was once again in familiar territory. It seemed he’d spent his entire life on the wrong side of this man. Why should his late twenties be any different?

      “You need to take this seriously, Ryan,” Alex said. “Do you want to work for tips for the rest of your life when you have other alternatives?”

      “Better than wasting away in an office all day.”

      The answer was quick and hot, laced with a venom he hadn’t expected of himself. It was an old wound, an old argument. Ryan had never wanted to be part of the real estate empire his grandfather had started and his father had brought to fruition. Half the reason he worked as a bartender was it pissed off his father to have a DeMarco working for tips. The other half was he’d rather spend his time in more creative pursuits.

      “You don’t leave me a choice, Ryan.” Alessandro’s voice was sharp and firm, the no-nonsense press of his lips sending Ryan right back to his teenage years. “Your grandmother may have tolerated your attitude, but I won’t. As of next month, you will no longer be receiving your allowance from the trust fund.”

      “But—”

      His father held up a hand, and Ryan shut his mouth with a click of his teeth. “The trust fund allows the trustee to release the remainder of your portion to you on your thirtieth birthday. Prove you can get your life in order before then, or I will redistribute your share to the other beneficiaries.”

      That was over two years. Ryan stood with his hands fisted at his side. “You can’t do that!”

      His father remained seated, calm as though he’d merely doled out mundane family news. This wasn’t his cousin dumping her boyfriend. This was his entire future. He had plans for the money. Important plans.

      “I talked to my lawyer. I can, in fact, do that. All decisions regarding the trust fund are in my hands now that your grandmother is gone. And as you have yet to show any ambition or talent or desire to be a grown man, I’ve decided you won’t receive the money until you can prove otherwise.”

      Ryan could try to fight this, but it would require the money he no longer had access to. He opened his mouth to protest again but closed it. His father had won this round.

      Alessandro rose and stalked out of the room, leaving Ryan simmering in his anger. They sat in silence until the door to the office slammed shut.

      “Mom…” Ryan turned to her with his best puppy-dog-eyed look, but her face hardened before any further words fell out of his mouth.

      “Enough, sweetheart. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this, but you had to push his buttons. You’ve managed to avoid any resemblance of adult responsibility thanks to your grandmother. She’s gone now, and your father is in charge of the family.”

      Her words were a knife in the gut. Ryan itched to shout at her, tell her he wasn’t stupid. Nonna was dead, but he still couldn’t get out those words. He knew it in his head, but the idea hadn’t burrowed into his heart. Until today. Today reminded him of how much his grandmother had truly meant to him. She had been the only person in his entire family, including his aunts and uncles and all those cousins, who’d understood him. Nonna was gone, and his father now had the ultimate authority over everyone’s future, including his.

      “We only want what’s best for you.” His mother’s tone softened and became her usual conciliatory alto attempting to smooth over whatever damage his father had inflicted. She reached out a hand Ryan did not take.

      “If you need a real job,” his brother said, “Val is leaving soon. We could use an office manager who is at least familiar with the family.”

      “I have a job.” Ryan wished he could keep the snide tone out of his voice. It made him sound like a petulant teenager, but he was beyond pissed off.

      What his family didn’t know was how lucrative bartending could be, especially at a busy, high-end restaurant. And though he didn’t plan to bartend for the rest of his life, it was more flexible and more fun than anything the family business could offer. His family wouldn’t understand—they were doers, not creators.

      Ryan needed his trust fund allowance. Though it wasn’t enough to live on, it had financed his years of research and the equipment needed to turn his dream into a reality. He was a script away from seeing the fruits of his labor of love.

      “Think it over.” His mother rose from the couch to head to the kitchen. “And you know where to find us.”

      Once again, his mother failed him. Instead of backing him, of trying to support him, she took his father’s side. Every damn time. And if it wasn’t his father’s side, she took his brother’s.

      “I don’t get it, Ry,” his brother said once their mother left. “Everyone enjoys working for DeMarco Properties. It’s a good company.”

      “If I’d wanted to join the family business, I wouldn’t have majored in global studies. Real estate was never interesting to me, and I want more from life besides buying, selling, or renting property.”

      Running DeMarco Property Management someday was Alex’s dream, not Ryan’s.

      “Then do something with your degree. Show Dad you’re not going to waste your life.”

      “That’s impossible. The only way he’s ever going to accept me as a grown-ass adult is if I work for him. And there will be a blizzard in Tucson before that ever happens.”

      Ryan rose from his chair, and it rocked back and forth for a moment. The clicks and squeaks spoke volumes in the quiet between brothers.

      “Would it really be so bad?” Alex asked, his voice even.

      “Yeah, it would.”

      Little by little, it would eat at him until nothing was left of his soul. Ryan stormed into the foyer where his motorcycle helmet stared at him from the entry table. He grabbed it and headed for the front door.

      “Wait!” His brother’s voice echoed in the tiled entry.

      Ryan hesitated, fingers on the door handle. He could storm out, ignoring Alex and possibly causing an irreparable rift. He’d never have to worry about pleasing his parents again or competing with his older brother. Those activities had never gotten him anywhere, anyway. But a small voice in his subconscious, which sounded suspiciously like his Nonna, reminded him family was important and shouldn’t lightly be tossed to the side. Ryan turned around.

      “I’m not staying for dinner.”

      Alex held up his hands in surrender. “I didn’t think you would after that conversation.”

      “Why did you drag me here?”

      “I didn’t know they were going to ambush you before we ate. I would’ve told them it was a very bad idea. You get hangry.” A grin softened the words.

      Ryan couldn’t help himself and grinned back.

      “Listen, you don’t want to work for Dad, fine.” Alex leaned against the table where Ryan’s helmet had rested a moment earlier. “But I have a proposition for you.”

      More alarm bells rang through his head. Alex’s propositions rarely turned out well for anyone other than Alex.

      “Spit it out.”

      “Mom keeps trying to set me up with the daughter of a friend. What if you call her instead?”

      “Why not you? What’s wrong with her?”

      “Do you even know how many of these dates Mom has tried to con me into? Listen, dude, you’d be doing me a favor and throwing them a bone at the same time. Date someone you know they’d approve, instead of the women I know you pick just to piss them off. If you do it, I’ll owe you, and they’ll see you’re trying.”

      A favor from Alex was an excellent thing to have in his back pocket, and what was one date? Hell, maybe he’d even like her. Probably not. He’d been surrounded by the daughters of his mother’s friends for most of his life. He refused to date any of them since they didn’t want a casual hookup but a chance at the DeMarco fortune, or better yet, at his older brother. What choice did he have? Ryan nodded in defeat.

      “Great! I’ll send the number.”

      Ryan turned to the door and opened it.

      “Hey, Happy New Year!” Alex’s words seemed sincere.

      “Happy New Year,” he muttered before stepping out into the chilly desert evening and pulling on his helmet.

      The city lights sparkled in the valley below the Catalina Foothills, the last breath of the holidays coming to a close. He straddled his bike and started it, the engine rumbling beneath him.

      What could go wrong with one date?
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      For the first time since before Christmas, Elissa had the TV all to herself. Wrapped in a fuzzy blanket, she reveled in the quiet. Her brother was out with friends for the last Friday of winter break, making up for his lousy excuse for a New Year’s Eve. Her mom felt the best she had in a while, so Dad swept her away for a date night before their appointment with the oncologist next week.

      Elissa looked forward to the quiet, but fate had other ideas.

      Footsteps crunched on the gravel path leading to her parents’ front door and a familiar, rhythmic knock sounded before a tall woman with curly black hair and snappy brown eyes barged in like she’d been doing the last twenty years.

      “Happy New Year!” Jules’s smile was as big as her personality: warm, caring, mischievous. She’d been Elissa’s friend since kindergarten, as opposite as it was possible to be and still be best friends.

      Jules plopped down on the couch beside Elissa, setting down a bottle of sparkling wine on the coffee table with a loud thunk. She pulled Elissa into one of her famous hugs, the ones that made you feel loved and part of whatever ridiculousness Jules planned next. As much as she’d been looking forward to some alone time, she never turned down a chance to be with her bestie.

      “Happy New Year,” Elissa said as they both settled into the soft cushions of the worn, but oh-so-comfortable couch.

      “What is my favorite nerd doing by herself on the first Friday of a new year?”

      “I was enjoying it.” Elissa found the grin growing on her own face. Jules was the only person she could tease like this. Her BFF was the one bright spot in what had been a soul-sucking year with little to smile about.

      “Well, now you can enjoy it even more because I’m here. I won’t let you waste your night watching”—Jules looked at the TV for a minute to figure out exactly what Elissa was watching—“another Lord of the Rings marathon.”

      “Lord of the Rings is comfort TV.”

      “Lady, you don’t need comfort TV. You need comfort dick.”

      Jules waggled her eyebrows at Elissa. It had been an ongoing discussion for the last few months once Jules had decided an appropriate interval had passed for her to grieve her relationship with Victor. Between her best friend and her mother, the pressure was on to re-enter the dating game.

      “Have anyone in mind?” By the grace of God, Elissa kept a straight face.

      Jules narrowed her eyes and studied her before her smile returned. She ruffled Elissa’s hair before pulling her in for a side hug.

      “You’re messing with me.”

      “Guilty as charged. What brings you to my parent’s couch on a Friday?”

      “I knew you’d be here. Where else would I find my favorite nerd?”

      “Not a nerd.”

      “Uh-huh. Tell that to Gandalf on the Enterprise.”

      “Gandalf isn’t on⁠—”

      “Yeah, I know. Nerd.”

      Jules bounced up, her never-ending energy propelling her to the kitchen where she grabbed a couple of wineglasses and some cookies from the cookie jar. She nestled onto the couch and poured the wine for both of them.

      “Cheers.”

      The glasses clinked in a satisfactory way. Elissa took a cookie from the napkin before sipping the bubbly. The bubbles fizzed on her tongue, releasing the sweet scent of the surprisingly dry wine.

      “Are you sure this goes with cookies?” Elissa examined the chocolate chip cookie in her hand.

      “Sparkling wine goes with everything, dahling.”

      Jules would know. She worked at a high-end restaurant her parents only went to for their anniversary. Elissa took a bite of the cookie. As usual, Jules was right. She gave her friend a wide smile.

      “You can say it. I don’t hear it often enough.” Jules waggled her eyebrows.

      “You are right, Jules. Sparkling wine goes with everything. Dahling.”

      Jules pulled down the blanket on the back of the couch and wrapped herself in it. The two friends settled into a comforting routine they’d repeated so many times it was second nature. The only difference now was the wine. It used to be milk or juice, then they’d upgraded to soda and tea. When the movie ended, Jules turned to Elissa.

      “How was your New Year’s Eve?”

      Elissa opened her mouth to answer, but her friend interrupted before she could.

      “No, let me guess. Your parents crashed before the ball went down in Times Square, you fell asleep on the couch trying to keep Leo company, and the poor kid had no one to ring in the year with.”

      Jules hit it on the head. It had been a spectacularly boring New Year, the worst ever. Elissa vowed next year he would have a proper New Year’s party.

      “You know me so well.”

      “Ah, lady, what am I going to do with you?”

      “It’s been a rough year, Jules. I wasn’t in the mood for a party.”

      “But things are better?”

      “Mom’s got an appointment next week, so we’ll see.”

      The past year was filled with we’ll sees, and Elissa was tired of holding her breath, waiting for the worst. She was ready to move on, she really was, as soon as her mom got the all-clear. And tax season was over. Couldn’t forget that. So April. She’d be ready in April.

      “You can’t always be waiting for the bad. You gotta get out there and find the good.”

      “But as soon as something good happens, the bad follows.”

      “Lissa…”

      Jules pulled her in for a hug. They’d had dozens of arguments over the decades about tempting fate, about the wheel of fortune constantly spinning out bad things, sometimes terrible things, right after the good. Arguing further was useless.

      “You brought the wine, so let me clean up,” Elissa said as she pulled back from the hug. Jules rubbed her hair and planted a kiss on her forehead.

      “Fine, but one of these days, I’m gonna convince you that you’re wrong.”

      Elissa unwrapped herself from her blanket and cleared the coffee table of their glasses and the napkin now holding only crumbs. As she walked into the kitchen, her phone vibrated on the now-empty coffee table.

      Quick as a cat, Jules grabbed it. “Ooh, who could it be? I thought I was your only friend.”

      Rolling her eyes, Elissa put the glasses in the sink and tossed the napkin into the trash. If she tried grabbing her phone from Jules, her friend’s long arms would have no problem keeping the device well out of her reach. It was probably her mom or Leo, anyway, telling her they’d be late. Jules would return it quicker if she didn’t fuss. Elissa washed the glasses and walked into the living room.

      Her suspicions high—Jules had been awfully quiet—she tiptoed behind the couch, looking over her friend’s shoulder. As usual, she was unable to get the jump on Jules, who promptly turned the phone over so Elissa couldn’t see what she’d been up to.

      “Whatcha doing?” Elissa asked in a singsong voice, sitting on the couch.

      “Nothing.” Jules handed the phone over, a remarkably innocent look on her face. Too innocent. And the corner of her mouth twitched, despite her friend’s stubborn desire to look as though she hadn’t been doing anything to Elissa’s phone.

      “Jules…”

      “If you didn’t want me to have access to your phone, you would’ve chosen a better passcode than my birthday.” Jules lost her battle with the impish grin. Elissa was in trouble. Jules had done something Elissa wouldn’t be happy about.

      She unlocked her phone to discover a brief exchange of texts, beginning with one from an unknown number.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: Hi this is Ryan. I’ve heard so much about you. Hope its ok I texted

      

      

      

      

      

      Ryan? Did she know a Ryan? Oh wait, her mom mentioned earlier today she’d given Elissa’s number to her friend’s son so they could arrange a date. This must be him.

      And Jules, being Jules, had run with it. She’d answered for Elissa, knowing if she’d left it up to her friend, the poor guy would be waiting a while for a reply. Elissa had a tendency to overthink everything. She even had a shirt to prove it.

      
        
          
            
              
        E: Hi, Ryan. I’ve heard so much about you, too. Glad you messaged me.

      

      

      

      

      

      The little thinking bubble appeared.

      “So, who’s Ryan?”

      “None of your business.” Elissa’s face heated, and she tried to keep the phone facing away from Jules.

      “I don’t think I’ve seen your face so red since you got sunburned after falling asleep next to the pool senior year. You know you’re going to tell me, eventually. Why not get it over with now?”

      The phone buzzed in her hand, and before she could stop Jules, her friend grabbed it from her. She stood and held the phone high over her head, keeping it out of Elissa’s reach.

      “Give me my phone, Jules.” Trying to reclaim it would be an exercise in futility.

      “What, so you can go to your room, alone and unhappy? Not happening, lady. It’s about time you put yourself first.” Jules tapped, hit send, then handed the phone to her. “There. You’re committed now. Tell me what’s going on.”

      “I hate you.”

      “No you don’t.” Her friend settled back down on the couch and lifted her wineglass. Elissa read the messages.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: I don’t mind getting to know you over text but would you be up for meeting in person?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        E: Yes, that would be lovely.

      

      

      

      

      

      Elissa had been half afraid Jules would send something inappropriate as she had many times in the past, but this was a nice, basic exchange of information. And Jules had written the texts like Elissa would have, all the punctuation in the right place. Just because it was informal writing didn’t mean she could simply forget proper English grammar. They’d been texting each other for the last decade, so Jules knew better than anyone how much of a grammar snob Elissa could be.

      “Ryan is the son of one of Mom’s friends. I told her she could set me up on a date before tax season. She didn’t waste any time.” Elissa gave in to the inevitable. Jules was right—she would find out one way or another.

      “I’ve got your back, Lissa. What better way to start the new year? A new guy in your life after the rat-bastard.”

      Yep, inappropriate. But appreciated.

      The phone buzzed once more.

      
        
          
            
              
        Unknown: Anytime, anyplace. LMK

      

      

      

      

      

      Now what did she say? Elissa had never been particularly adept at flirting, and her attempts over text were even worse. She handed the phone to Jules.

      “I can’t, Jules. What if I totally geek out on him? What if I use the wrong emoji?”

      “Fine. What do you want me to say?”

      “Just pretend you’re me, but…” She waved her hands around wildly. “But less cringe.”

      Jules’s fingers flew over the screen. After a short pause to read what she’d written, her friend hit send and gave the phone back.

      
        
          
            
              
        E: Would you like to meet for drinks on Tuesday after work?

      

      

      

      

      

      “See, it’s not that hard,” Jules said with a smile. “I even added him to your contacts.”

      Her friend was right, it wasn’t that hard, but she was out of practice.

      
        
          
            
              
        R: Sounds perfect. When and where?

      

      

      

      

      

      It had worked. Something so simple had worked. She answered for herself, like a goddamned adult. Ooh, did she owe the Wright Family swear jar if she only thought the swear word? It went to their next family fun night, so might as well. There was the new bowling alley and arcade opening.

      
        
          
            
              
        E: Sandpiper, 5:30.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        R: Great, see you Tuesday

      

      

      

      

      

      “Thank you,” she said, actually meaning it.

      “Anytime, lady. If my love life is non-existent, at least I can help with yours. Now, can we watch that one scene with the dude with the pointy ears again? The actor who was in Pirates of the Caribbean.”

      “Anything for you, Jules.”

      Watching Orlando Bloom dressed as an elf was far from some sort of hardship. Jules poured more sparkling wine, and they snuggled together under the blanket. Grown-up grape juice with her bestie was the perfect Friday night for Elissa.
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      A whirlwind of inspiration struck Ryan Sunday around lunch. After suffering weeks of writer’s block, he jumped on this opportunity and grabbed all the books, his laptop, and his noise cancelling headphones and set up shop on the kitchen table where there was plenty of space to spread out. Several hours later, a tap on his shoulder startled Ryan. With noise-canceling headphones on, he’d missed Iz returning from their errands.

      “Jesus, Iz.”

      “Sorry, Ry. Didn’t mean to scare you.” Something was off. His usually chill friend and roommate—because who else would put up with a spoiled rich kid—had a crease in their forehead and their voice was leaden. “Your brother’s been texting. It might be important.”

      Ryan took the phone from their outstretched hand, handling it like a rattler. He didn’t want to see what his brother had texted him, but it likely had to do with the phone number from three nights ago. Or maybe his dad had changed his mind. Yeah, and if pigs could fly…

      “Only one way to find out, Ryan,” Iz said, reading him like a book. They’d been friends since kindergarten, and Iz had been one of the two people who’d always had his back. Since his grandmother was gone, it was just Iz now.

      “Yeah, but…”

      “And yet, you’re still staring at that thing like it’s going to bite you. I guarantee it won’t.”

      “I know.”

      Iz rubbed at the crease between their eyes. “Ry, not tonight. Just fucking see what your brother wants.”

      “Okay, Iz, thanks.” He unlocked the phone as Iz trudged to the living room with a tired wave. As soon as he was done here, he’d have a conversation with them. He hated when Iz’s mood dipped. His friend was the furthest from a whiny bitch as was possible to be, but this listlessness was worse.

      Ryan straightened the papers strewn all over the table, put them next to the books with multicolored sticky notes stacked in haphazard piles, careful not to knock over his collection of beer and soda cans. He glanced over the messages. His brother had been texting him for the last thirty minutes.

      
        
          
            
              
        A: Hey, how did it go?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        A: You there?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        A: When’s the date?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        A: Do I need to call her?

      

      

      

      

      

      And more of the same. Ryan replied, if only to get his brother off his back.

      
        
          
            
              
        R: Tuesday 5:30 Sandpiper.

      

      

      

      

      

      There, that should satisfy Mr. Stick-up-his-ass. Now to see what was wrong with his friend.

      While Ryan handled Alex, Iz had changed from the bright outfit earlier into jeans, a plain T-shirt, and tennis shoes. The makeup was gone, too. Without them, Iz looked the same as they’d been in high school, round face, nearly black hair a smidge below their chin, dark brown eyes with a touch of sadness in them. The only clue Iz wasn’t that person anymore was the red polish on their nails.

      Ryan snuck up behind them. “Boo!”

      “For fuck’s sake,” Iz said as Ryan laughed.

      “C’mon, time for a break. I’ve been working on the damned podcast all afternoon, and I’m taking you out for dinner.” He kept his tone light. Ryan was more than happy to pay. He owed Iz so much, but his friend wasn’t the type to demand it. “Gotta spend the trust fund while we can.”

      Iz’s lips twitched, some of their sparkle returning. “That’s right, let the DeMarco fortune pay for our Sonoran dogs.”

      Sonoran dogs? Damn, Iz only ate Sonoran dogs on bad days.

      “You’re a cheap date.” Hell, Ryan could afford the Sonoran dogs on his earnings as a bartender. Of course, they might be in for more of these cheap meals in the next several months if his father followed through and he couldn’t find a way to balance the budget.

      “You know it!” A ghost of a smile tipped up Iz’s lips.

      “Fine, but you’re driving.”

      “Like I’d get on that death trap with you. Grab your wallet.”

      Ryan did and met Iz in the parking lot.

      “What’s up?” Ryan asked as Iz drove to their favorite food truck about a mile away. While Mama O’s had the best, this was closer and almost as tasty.

      Iz sighed and was quiet for a moment.

      “It was a rough day. I didn’t feel like dealing with anyone else’s bullshit tonight. I just want my damned Sonoran dog.”

      “Okay. Wanna talk about it?”

      Iz had come out as non-binary their sophomore year in college. Their outward expressions of gender changed too. Gone were the tees they’d both lived in when not in school uniforms. In their place, bold-patterned feminine shirts and lots of glitter and rhinestones. Iz tried makeup, too, often getting help from mutual friends.

      It took about a second for Ryan to get on board. The doubt in Iz’s eyes almost broke Ryan’s heart. After an initial moment of confusion, the little pieces throughout their lives suddenly fell into place. It made sense, all of it. Ryan had smiled at his friend, and neither had looked back.

      “Nah. I’ll be fine, but a quiet night will help.” Iz tapped their fingers against the steering wheel in rhythm to the music. The city lights flashed by, and traffic was light.

      “One quiet night, coming right up.”

      “So…what did your brother want?”

      It was Ryan’s turn to sigh.

      “That bad?”

      “Yes…no. Alex said he’d owe me a favor if I went out with this woman Mom has been trying to convince him to date. He thought they’d see it as a…what do they call it?”

      “A sign of good faith?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “Do you think it’ll work, or will she become one more number in your contacts you never call?”

      “It’s worth a date to find out, I guess.” The last time he’d dated someone pre-approved by his family, she’d been more interested in their contacts than in him. He hadn’t repeated the experience in years, instead amassing an impressive list of one-night stands and short flings.

      “I don’t envy you. I mean, my family ain’t perfect, but the level of control your dad has…That shit is messed up.”

      “You don’t need to tell me.”

      “And I’m too afraid to tell your dad.”

      They both laughed. Alessandro DeMarco only tolerated Iz. It had been that way forever. Few people were good enough to be in the inner DeMarco circle. Once it was apparent Iz wasn’t going anywhere, it became not worth fighting about. Besides, Ryan was only the spare, not the heir. Alex’s connections were much more important.

      His father may have never understood their friendship, but there was a lot about his younger son he didn’t know. If he’d bothered to show up more, he’d know Iz had always been in Ryan’s cheering section. And his grades wouldn’t have been half as good if his friend hadn’t been proactively arranging study groups among their friends.

      “Do you think your aunt will give me more hours?” Ryan asked as they pulled into the abandoned lot their favorite food truck occupied on Sundays, Wednesdays, and Fridays from noon to eight p.m.

      Iz’s grandparents had built their own restaurant empire, starting with the original Mama O’s Tacos shop. Now Mama O’s was only beaten by Eegee’s for the number of shops spread around Tucson, and the Ochoas owned two more upscale restaurants, Los Vaqueros Steakhouse, and Nopalitos, specializing in Sonoran-style food. Ryan usually bartended at Nopalitos but had been around long enough he was a solid emergency sub at the steakhouse. Iz worked for their parents, doing all the marketing material. They would eventually strike out on their own, but for now the experience Iz earned while working for the family business was invaluable.

      “I don’t know. We have a great set of bartenders right now. But wasn’t the idea to cut back so you had more time to work on your podcast?”

      The podcast Ryan had been planning for the past couple of years. He could monetize it, turn it into his primary source of income. But seed money would help a fuckton.

      “It was, but I need to prove to them I can make it without the trust fund. Only then will I have access to said trust fund.”

      “Isn’t that circular logic?” They got out of the car, Ryan followed, and the doors slammed shut. “I mean, if you don’t need the money, then you can have the money?”

      “Welcome to my world.” Ryan kicked at the rocks in the sand as they walked to the line, sending a few skittering under the truck.

      “Rich people are weird.”

      “Your family is rich, too.”

      “Yeah, but we’re not used to it yet, so it doesn’t count. Why doesn’t your dad say what he means? Come work for me, and you can have whatever you want. Don’t and fuck you.”

      “Can I help you?” the cashier asked when it was their turn, shutting Iz up for the moment.

      “Hey, we’ll have two Sonorans, an order of fries, and two Mexicokes.” Ryan pulled out his wallet.

      A couple minutes later, they sat down at a picnic bench under a pop-up canopy and waited for their number to be called. Ryan regretted not grabbing his favorite hoodie. He was used to the typical warm desert nights, but January was chilly once the sun went down. At least the stars shone brightly, even among the buildings of Midtown.

      “I don’t get it.” Iz shook their head. “Why don’t you tell your dad what your plan is?”

      Ryan glared at his friend. He could hear his father’s response. “He’d be happier with me as a bartender. At least that’s real work. Podcasting, that’s a hobby, especially a podcast about food.”

      “But it’s not. You have to write, record, edit, market. Those are all valuable skills.”

      “I know that, and you know that, but Alessandro DeMarco has a narrow definition of gainful employment. Podcasting is not on the list.” No matter if it was his son’s dream or not.

      “Would working for your father be so awful? Just long enough for him to release your trust fund to you. Then you could do whatever the hell you wanted. I wish I had that option.”

      The reality check hit Ryan in the gut, leaving him breathless for a moment. Iz’s family didn’t have the generational capital Ryan’s grandfather had mortgaged to amass the fortune his descendants currently enjoyed. Everything the Ochoas had, they had earned through hard work, luck, and Abuelo Ochoa’s preternatural business skill.

      How bad could it be for Ryan to work for his family’s business for a couple of years? At thirty, he would have more than enough capital to provide a substantial cushion, no matter what he ended up doing for the rest of his life. Could he swallow his pride for two and a half years in order to live the rest of his life in comfort and freedom? Or would it kill every last creative brain cell?

      Their order was ready, and Ryan collected the paper trays.

      “Maybe you’re right,” he said as he returned, setting the food on the table. Iz smiled sadly. “But maybe I can get away with dating the socialite Mom keeps trying to inflict on Alex and presenting my business plan.”

      “But Ry, don’t you need to have a plan before you can present it?” Iz laughed. They knew the plan was mostly in Ryan’s head and had more in common with a fever dream than a business document.

      “One step at a time, Iz. Please, God, one step at a time.” Ryan smiled to take the bleak note out of his voice, and it might have worked. Maybe.
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      Elissa sat in her dilapidated old car, fiddling with her phone and thinking about anything other than what waited for her inside the restaurant. She needed a new car, but with so many memories attached to old Bertha, she had a hard time letting go. It had been her dad’s car all through middle and high school. She’d learned to drive with Bertha. There was still a stain in the backseat where her sister had spilled a strawberry Eegee’s slushy. Tucked in the driver’s cupholder was a Lego minifig, a gift from her brother when her dad had passed along the car. He’d insisted she needed a copilot.

      She turned off the phone and put it into her plain, black clutch, but still couldn’t force herself out of the car, enjoying the gentle warmth of the desert sun that usually tried to kill her. Elissa hadn’t been on a date since her mom’s diagnosis. Life had been great in the weeks before Dana had made the phone call that began the whole mess of last year. Elissa’s live-in boyfriend had received a job offer in Denver, and she planned to tell her family she would be moving with him.

      Her first instinct had been a nice Sunday dinner conversation informing them of her decision and timeline, but her mother invited her over for a random Taco Tuesday night and broke the bad news. The prognosis was good, but all Elissa heard
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