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Praise for Alexa Martin’s stellar love stories

‘Martin shines in this enchanting tale of a reluctant bookstore owner and the author who shows her love is possible . . . The result is utterly entertaining’

Publishers Weekly

‘Alexa Martin’s books are the ultimate reading escape, filled with fabulous characters; witty, dazzling prose; and swoon-worthy romances’

Chanel Cleeton, New York Times bestselling author

‘Alexa Martin is so good at this; I’m so impressed by how nuanced and thoughtful this book is, while still being hilarious and sexy!’

Jasmine Guillory, New York Times bestselling author

‘Alexa Martin is an auto-buy author for me. Mom Jeans and Other Mistakes is a celebration of the strength, joy, and complications of female friendships that span our lifetimes.

I will read anything Alexa Martin writes!’

Lyssa Kay Adams

‘The kind of book that’s destined to be passed from friend to friend’

PopSugar

‘An emotional journey with an intoxicating romance’

NPR

‘If you like steamy romance with a side of sports, this fun, fast-paced novel is for you’

HelloGiggles

‘The writing is snappy, the pacing is quick, the romance is sublime, and the humor is off the charts. Alexa Martin delivers a stellar love story, and I can’t wait to see what she writes next’

USA Today

‘Fast, fun, and absolutely engaging. A smashing debut!’

Kristan Higgins, New York Times bestselling author
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Love isn’t always by the book. . .

Self-declared book hater Drew Young never expected to inherit her grandmother’s old bookshop, the Book Nook. And now, as she prepares to host a signing for bestselling author (and hopeless romantic) Jasper Williams, she finds herself caught between a bookshelf and a hard place.

Sensing sparks between the unlikely match, a group of mischievous old ladies – otherwise known as the Book Nook’s resident book club – spot the opportunity to do what they do best: meddle.

Pushed together, Drew and Jasper soon come to an agreement. If Jasper can create a book bucket list to introduce Drew to the joy of reading, she’ll help him explore beautiful Colorado for his next book.

With the shop’s future in jeopardy, Drew is determined not to get distracted by the love story Jasper wants to write for them.

She knows that real life isn’t like it is in the books, but could Jasper be the plot twist Drew never saw coming?




For my grandma. I miss you every day.




CHAPTER 1
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I KNOW IT’S NOT THE POLITICALLY CORRECT THING TO SAY, BUT school is most definitely for fools.

Listen, I get it. I won’t tell the kids, but I already fell victim to the great con. I was a good student—not full-scholarship good, but solid—went to a decent college, majored in something other than art. And where did it get me?

A high-paying job on Wall Street where I laugh at the peons around me complaining about school debt?

Not even close.

It landed me as the owner of a bookstore I most definitely didn’t want to own, pretending to care while this woman drones on and on about the difference between women’s fiction and romance. But, you know, good thing I aced that AP Chemistry exam.

“I’m so glad you’re able to find something you love here.” I pull out one of my many well-rehearsed responses. I hope it will send her on her way so I can do inventory—or pull out my hair—but then she cuts me off and hits me with something no amount of rehearsal could prepare me for.

“And I want you to know . . .” She reaches over and grabs my hand. I fight the urge to yank it back. Physical touch is def not my love language. “I’m just so sorry about Alice, she was always so kind to me.”

My fingers curl into hers, my aversion to touch temporarily forgotten as I seek the comfort I have yet to find since my grandma passed away a year ago.

“Thank you.” I can’t get the two small words out without my voice breaking. Sympathy swims in the woman’s eyes the same way I’m sure unshed tears are swimming in mine.

The woman, whose name I don’t remember, gives my hand one more gentle squeeze before walking away, off to bury her problems in a book with a happily ever after that’s so elusive to actual humans.

Alice Young was the best person I’ve ever known. The best person anyone has known. Every stranger who walked into her little bookstore walked out with more books than they probably wanted—and a new friend. The Book Nook sells books, obviously, but the real draw was getting to come and chat with Gran. She was wise beyond her seventy-two years and had a way of listening that made you feel like your biggest problem was actually just a pebble in your shoe. She made you feel as if you could accomplish anything. In the age of the e-book conglomerates and chain bookstores dominating the market, the Book Nook never struggled.

Until she left it to me.

It’s not that I have self-esteem issues as much as I know my strengths and weaknesses. And my strength is definitely not sitting with a sympathetic ear and listening to other people’s problems. I’ve never been good at it, but I’m especially terrible at it when my own problems seem so big.

Huge.

Gigantic.

Insurmountable.

Because yeah, this isn’t my dream job or anything, but Gran left the bookstore to me. And sure, sales were through the roof the first couple of months after she passed away, with well-wishers coming to show their support. But now that the months have crawled by, people are going back to their lives. Unfortunately for me, that doesn’t include spending money at a store where Alice no longer greets them with her cheerful smile and welcoming ear.

If I don’t figure it out soon, I will lose the only tangible link I have left to my grandma.

On that thought, the bell above the front door rings and I look just in time to see Collette, Vivian, Mona, Ethel, and Beth file through the front door.

Oh shit.

I really need to check my calendar more often.

“Drew!” Mona’s voice bounces off the overstuffed bookshelves. Even at seventy, she strides through the store in her trademark three-inch stilettos, which make my feet wince. Her gray hair has not a strand out of place and her pink-painted lips stand out on her pale, gently wrinkled face, which has aged gracefully over the years. “What are you doing standing over here looking all sad? Is it because you’re wearing those sandals again?”

“The way you come for me every time you see me is still completely unnecessary, Mona.” We live in Colorado: Birkenstocks are not only a completely reasonable footwear choice; it’s practically mandatory for all Denverites to own a pair.

Also, it’s still strange for me to call her Mona instead of Mrs. Fuller, but as I transitioned into adulthood, she insisted that I call her by her first name only. It’s weird, but I acquiesced. Respect your elders and all that jazz.

It is kind of nice to feel like I’m on an even field with them now. Even though they’re a lot older than me, they’re still the coolest people I know.

“Coming for you? I just want you to join us and sit with some old ladies for a little while.”

“Well, if you insist.” I play it cool, but there’s actually not a chance in hell I’d ever pass on the opportunity to listen to them very self-righteously talk shit about every person they know.

I aspire to be just like them when I grow up.

Minus the book club, obvi. Maybe I’ll start a podcast club or something.

She links her arm through mine. Her nearly translucent skin is a stark contrast against my golden-brown skin.

“How’s Mr. Fuller?” I always ask about her husband of almost fifty years when I see her.

“Old and cranky. Happy golfing weather has returned, though not as happy as I am to get him out of the house.” The snide words don’t match the dreamy look that crosses her face whenever his name is mentioned.

I love seeing how happy she still is. My best friend, Elsie, married her high school sweetheart before she could even legally drink—I still tease her relentlessly for her sparkling grape juice toasts—and is blissfully happy with four kids. As for me, however, I’m very much not into the idea of marriage.

I don’t even like myself half the time and you’re telling me it’s a good idea to latch myself on to one other person until death do we freaking part? Or more likely, until they cheat, get bored, or whatever other reason fifty percent of marriages end in divorce.

Yeah. No thank you.

It’s probably a good thing I have no interest in marriage. I’m not fighting off a swarm of potential suitors. Apparently my winning personality isn’t doing it for them.

Their loss.

When we reach the back corner of the bookstore where the Dirty Birds—the name they chose for their book club—meet on the second Wednesday of every month, they’re cackling just like their name would suggest. Copies of whatever romance novel they decided to read this month are sitting on the coffee table and each woman is in her unofficial-official chair. None of the chairs are the same. Gran and I would take weekly trips to the flea market, and she’d treat me to a fancy coffee and pastry before we’d spend hours wandering around, hoping to find the next treasure to grace her store. It took us months before we found all seven chairs that now occupy the nook portion of the Book Nook. I sanded and painted them all a creamy shade of mint while Gran sewed cushions to top them.

Now when I look at the chairs filled with all her friends, laughing and chatting like she imagined, I struggle to remember the joy we had creating them. All I see is the empty seventh seat.

Her seat.

“Did you finally read this month’s book?” Collette, the most crass of the Dirty Birds, narrows her eyes when I sit. Her hair is dyed a bright red that turns a little orange and always clashes with her red lipstick.

“You know I didn’t.” I’ve never participated in a book club and I never will. Once I watched the movie instead but was shamed so intensely for it, I avoided them for a week. The Dirty Birds are vicious.

“You do know you own a bookstore now,” she reminds me, as if I’ve thought of anything else since the lawyers read Gran’s will all those months ago. “You have to read books. You can’t keep this place running if you don’t know the products.”

“Geez, Collette, give the girl a break. She just inherited the place!” Sweet Beth sticks up for me. “Not even you could read all the time when you were working. Just because you’re retired now doesn’t mean she can do whatever you think she should be doing.”

I want to high-five Beth, but I resist when Collette’s knowing glare cuts my way.

“Fine,” she mumbles, leaning back into her seat. “But you’re going to need to start reading something. You can’t own a bookstore and hate books!”

She’s not wrong. This is why I thought Gran was only leaving me her necklace I loved so much.

My fingers drift to the pendant always resting on my chest. She still left me the necklace; it’s just that now it feels more like an apology than a gift. Especially since she left me to fight off her son too.

“I’ll figure it out.” I wave off her concern, sounding much less worried than I actually am. “What book are you reading this time?”

Vivian leans forward, the creak of her chair cutting through the quiet chatter. “Last Hope, by Jasper Williams.” Color fills her cheeks as she summarizes the book for me, and I can’t help but wonder exactly how dirty these Dirty Birds are getting. Maybe I should start reading along, given how single I am. “Oh, and it was just so lovely. The way he writes. I’ll never get over it.”

“You’ve read him before, haven’t you?” I recognize the name right away. It’s a popular one in the store; soccer moms and pierced pixies alike request his work weekly. Jasper Williams stands out among the shelves of female romance authors despite the understated covers that grace all his books.

“You’d know that if you’d read the damn books with us.” Collette’s raspy smoker’s voice rises and I bite back my smirk. I didn’t mean to, but getting her worked up is one of my favorite pastimes.

“Maybe next month,” I lie. And by the exaggerated roll of her eyes, she knows I’m full of it.

It’s not that I don’t like stories. Of course I do. I’m human, after all. I just like my stories told to me in a different way. I like visuals. The countless stories photographs can tell. The real-life images where the curve of a mouth can tell more than any book can. The perfectly framed shot of a mountain that allows your imagination to drift to the countless lives that have graced the landscape. Those are the stories I’m drawn to. I love conjuring hope myself, not being force-fed broken promises or lies telling me love is for everyone and I’m right around the corner from a happy ending of my very own.

“Oooorrrr . . .” Ethel drags out the word. My spine snaps straight. I recognize that tone and the meddling that always follows it. “You could read it before this weekend because Jasper Williams has agreed to come to the store. He’s going to join our book club and do a reading.”

I shake my head, trying to understand. “What do you mean? Shouldn’t I know about in-store events?”

“Well, now you know, dear.” Mona reaches for her copy on the table . . . the one with about eight hundred sticky notes popping out from the pages. “It’s Saturday evening. The reading begins at five, followed by a discussion lasting until six or so, but he said he’s flexible. I put it on your calendar. I thought you would’ve seen it by now.”

I grab my phone out of my back pocket and open up my calendar, but nothing is there. I swipe around a little more, trying to see if she entered it somewhere else by mistake.

“It’s not on my calendar.”

“Oh no, not on your phone.” Mona laughs and shakes her head like I’m being silly. “I said your calendar. The one on your desk.”

I barely manage to fight back my groan.

This is just one of the problems that come with inheriting a business from your grandma. Mona and Ethel helped me get organized when I officially took over about nine months ago. And by that, I mean they nagged me about how I did everything and tried to force a day planner on me. For some ridiculous reason, I assumed that once the adjustment phase was over, they would step away completely. I should’ve known better.

“Mona, you know that was Gran’s planner, not mine.” And I avoid it like the freaking plague. I made the mistake of opening it once, and seeing her heavily slanted penmanship covering the pages with plans she would no longer be here for broke me.

“Well, she left you the store and that includes everything in it. Besides”—Mona lifts her chin in the air, looking down her nose at me—“if I don’t put it in there, how am I supposed to schedule things for the Book Nook?”

“Ummm . . . I’m not sure?” Sarcasm is heavy in my voice. “Maybe don’t? Or ask me?”

“Nonsense. It’s going to be amazing. You’ll thank us.” She waves me off like I’m the little girl I was when she met me and not a grown woman trying—and fine, whatever, maybe failing—to run a business. “Now, where should we start? I think that little bit by the lake in chapter two was interesting.”

On that note . . .

I stand up, ignoring the way my chair groans beneath my weight, and make my way to my office in the back to cancel the booty call—I mean the date—I had scheduled for Saturday and add Jasper Williams to my calendar.

A Saturday night spent listening to some old guy mansplain what women want?

Can’t freaking wait.




CHAPTER 2
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IN MOVIES, WHEN A PERSON GETS HOME AFTER WORK, WE WATCH them visibly deflate right in front of us. All the stress from the outside world melts away. They rip off their bra and crack open a bottle of wine. The luckiest of them all lounge on a gigantic couch with too many throw pillows as they snuggle up with an extra-fluffy puppy thrilled to finally be back with their human.

That’s not me.

I toss my purse onto my entryway table in my too-quiet apartment. The distressed turquoise piece needs to be refinished, but all the equipment I needed was at Gran’s house, and Dad sold the house . . . and everything inside it . . . months ago. I look around for a moment and consider putting my purse back on and getting the heck out of Dodge.

It’s not that I haven’t tried to make my home my sanctuary.

Quite the opposite, actually.

My credit card bills can vouch for the number of candles and pillows I’ve purchased since moving into this place. I’ve taken up new hobbies, cluttering my space with an overabundance of yarn or calligraphy pens, hoping they would fix everything.

It hasn’t worked yet.

The framed prints of photos I’ve taken over the years used to bring me joy. The photo of beautiful red rocks set against the stormy gray sky still hangs on my wall beside the shot of Lake San Cristobal surrounded by green-covered mountains and the bright blue sky reflecting off the water—that one won me an award. The black-and-white print of miles and miles of snow-covered trees in the frame Gran gave me for my birthday was the first time I was paid for my work. The large canvas off to the side, of the ice-covered lake with the fire-hued sunset peeking through the mountains, was featured in a national travel magazine.

But now when I see these pictures, these visual representations of my true, authentic self, I don’t envision more adventures to be had or goals to reach. I fight back the memories of looking through my camera and feeling the world fall from beneath my feet as I framed the perfect shot. Now all I feel is a familiar twinge in my chest, a constant reminder of all the things I lost when Gran left.

Another dream forgotten.

And that’s okay.

Not everyone can live their biggest dreams. Not everyone can feel at ease.

Maybe it’s the constant edge of wondering what next? that keeps me going, and I just need to get used to it.

Or maybe I should get a cat like my mom has been pushing me to do since she moved back to her tiny hometown in the Smoky Mountains after I graduated college. I’ve been fighting her on it, but maybe she’s onto something.

Maybe a skittish, mildly detached creature is the perfect remedy to all my problems.

Unfortunately, before I can sit down to plan a day to go to the animal shelter and find the answer to my loneliness, there’s a knock on my door. Part of me wants to hide and pretend not to be home, but considering the only person who ever shows up on my doorstep unannounced is George from across the hall, who watches me through the peephole—which is only slightly creepy once you get to know him—there’s no point.

I guess it’s a good thing I’m not one of those people who rips her bra off straightaway after all.

I swing the door open, plastering a smile on my face to greet my neighbor and whatever puzzle he’s brought by this time. But it falls off instantly, because of fucking course I’m met not with a jigsaw treat, but instead, the last face I ever expected to see.

Ever.

My mouth falls open and I struggle to come up with words other than fuck no or why me, God? or something else that properly expresses my feelings. When in reality, I should’ve slammed the door in her face and broken out the tequila hiding in the back of my pantry. Because while I wait for the right words to come, my sister shoulders her way past me, right into my apartment.

Again I ask, why me???

“Oh my goodness!” Daisy looks around my eclectic apartment (by lack of direction, not an actual design) with wide eyes and a wider smile. “Your place is so cute!”

“Um, thanks.” I lock the door behind me and try to unscramble my brain. “Come in, I guess.”

“Oh!” Daisy spins around and shows me a bag I didn’t notice her holding. “I brought food. You like Thai, right?”

I want to lie and say no.

I want to say anything to get her out of my apartment as fast as possible, but I am actually very hungry. Plus, Thai is my favorite, and even if it wasn’t, it sure as hell beats the Velveeta shells and cheese I was going to eat for dinner.

I guess spending an evening with her will be fine. It’s not her fault that her presence causes my anxiety to spike and the insecurity constantly lingering beneath the surface to claw at my skin.

Also, if I kick out my dad’s favorite child, I will no doubt hear from him ASAP. A quiet evening with her should keep him off my case for a while. Anything is worth that.

“I love Thai.” I point to the dining table I’ve only eaten at once before. “You can take it out while I grab plates.”

“I hope your plates are big, I got a ton of food,” Daisy’s perpetually sunny voice says.

Five years my junior, Daisy couldn’t be more different than me. And not only because of the blue eyes, blond hair, verging on six feet tall, physical stuff either. She’s rainbows, sunshine, glitter, and green juice. She was a cheerleader in high school and I’m pretty sure her superlative was “Most Likely to Achieve World Peace” or some bullshit like that. Whereas I love thunderstorms, I hate glitter with a fiery passion, and my senior year, I was quite literally voted “Most Likely to Leave and Never Come Back.”

I push my stack of paper plates to the side and grab the plain white porcelain set Gran gave me when I moved in. I send her a quiet thank-you as I set them on the counter. Even though Daisy is fresh out of college and should be riding the struggle bus, she’s always lived that Uber Black life. Her mom is old money, and whenever I’d visit them, I’d return home with insecurities about my secondhand denim and our tiny two-bedroom rental house. I don’t even know if Daisy would notice, but the tiny bit of pride I have won’t let me serve dinner on paper plates.

“I didn’t know you were in town,” I call from the kitchen as I rattle around my silverware drawer. “When did you get here?”

“Dad didn’t tell you? I got in last weekend.” Sweet Daisy, after all these years living with Andrew Young, still manages to have the faith in him that I lost in kindergarten. But he’s never been the same person to her that he is to me, and when I’m not bitter about it, I’m glad at least one of us might avoid spending countless hours with a therapist.

Because Andrew Young, our father—and tragically, my namesake—is trash.

How he’s the absolute freaking worst is still a mystery. Obviously Gran was the best, and from what she told me, so was my grandpa. But genetics are weird and maybe the awesome gene skips generations. Add that to the long list of reasons I should never reproduce.

“No, I haven’t heard from him in a while, actually.” I haven’t had to ignore any of his calls recently, and it’s been blissfully quiet from him as of late. “How long are you staying?”

“I’m here to stay!” Daisy, who always sounds like she’s talking in all caps, says. “I nailed down an internship with Nella Moon, a designer here.”

If I hadn’t amassed hours of practice faking peppiness with people at work all day, I’m not sure I could’ve prevented my jaw from hitting the table. I don’t know if I’m angry or frustrated hearing this news, but I do know I’m ashamed for not being happy.

She isn’t responsible for a grown-ass man abandoning me for his new, shiny family. It’s not Daisy’s fault she was born into a life where her existence minimized mine.

But logic doesn’t supersede emotion; it hasn’t prevented resentment from coloring every interaction we’ve had together.

“Wow! That’s . . . wow!” I force the words out, hoping they sound light and friendly. “Congratulations.”

I feel like I should ask some questions, or better yet, already have an inkling of the goings-on in my sister’s life, but the sad truth is, I’m sure her Instagram followers know more about her life than I ever will.

“I’m really excited about it. Dad wasn’t thrilled I chose fashion merchandising as my major, and you know him, so I really wanted to find a job to shut him up as quickly as possible.” She shovels noodles out of one of the six take-out boxes she brought onto her plate. “Lucky for me, my mom’s sorority sister is a bigwig at Nella Moon so she was able to pull some strings. It’s an unpaid internship, but we’re not telling Dad about that part.”

I grab a spring roll and shove it into my mouth. I chew as slowly as possible to give myself some time to think of something to say other than my thoughts on nepotism or the inherent systemic racism in industries still using unpaid interns.

She means well. She means well. She means well.

“Well, at least you found something you’re interested in,” I manage to say after I swallow. “Where are you staying?”

“The Highlands area. Close to downtown, but not in the heart of it.” She explains this to me like I wasn’t born and raised in this city. “My apartment is really cute. My mom forced me to get a two-bedroom so she can visit. I know Aspen isn’t far away, but I didn’t realize how close it was. She’s totally going to kill my single-in-the-city vibe.”

I stay quiet, nodding with what I hope is a polite smile and not a grimace as I relive some of my deepest childhood trauma. Aspen is 198 miles away from Denver, but with the distance it put between me and my dad, it might as well have been millions.

“There are a ton of bars and restaurants within walking distance, though, so maybe you could come over one night. I mean, if you want to, no pressure. I know you’re busy. I’ll understand if you can’t.”

Daisy is always composed. She has perfect posture, and when she enters a room, it’s like she assumes everyone is glad she came—even when she shows up unannounced at your door with Thai food. It’s the kind of thing that must come from living a life of privilege where mistakes aren’t the end of the world and second chances seem endless.

This rambling, nervous Daisy is foreign to me, and I can’t help but end her misery.

“I’d love to,” I cut in, squeezing her hand across the table. Her cheeks warm to a pink cosmetic companies must spend years trying to formulate. “It doesn’t take much convincing to get me to explore new restaurants and eat food.”

“Same!” Her face brightens and part of me wonders if I imagined the insecurity to be able to relate to her on some level. “Great, I’ll find a few places that look good and then you can tell me when you’re free.”

“That sounds fun! I’ll check my schedule and let you know.” I’m trying so hard to sound excited, but my fake smile is making my cheeks hurt. I doubt I’m putting on an award-winning performance.

I leave my hand in hers for a second longer before I pull it away. I tuck it in my lap and ignore the flash of hurt in Daisy’s eyes at the movement.

I don’t want to be like this.

I want to be able to call her sis and invite her to my home. I want to go on vacations with her and know all the little details about her life. I want the easy relationship that sisters have where, sure, they’ll fight on occasion, but it never lasts. I wish we had years of togetherness, whispering secrets in the darkness of the room we shared, giggling while we braided each other’s hair or walked to school together.

But Daisy and I don’t have that foundation.

What I have is hours of sitting in the passenger seat of my mom’s sad little Toyota sedan, which struggled to get up the mountain roads. My mom tried to her best to keep her thoughts to herself, but those trips always ended with her mumbling beneath her breath about my no-good dad, who only cares about his new family. I remember the way her eyes would well with tears that never managed to fall as I waved goodbye and turned to walk up the long cobblestone driveway leading to Dad’s new house. All I have is the disappointed look on my dad’s face when he’d open the front door for me. And the way his entire face would light up with joy when he saw Daisy.

“So when do you start work?” I ask, pulling myself out of those dark thoughts. “Do you have any fun plans before you start?”

“Not for another month. I wanted to spend a few weeks getting to know my new city. Oh my god!” Daisy practically leaps out of her seat and startles the ever-loving crap out of me. “Dad got me tickets to see one of my favorite bands at Red Rocks on Saturday! You should come with.”

Have you ever had a piece of candy, and when you put in it your mouth, at first it’s the best thing your tastebuds have ever encountered—sweet and delicious—but then, after a few seconds, you start to register a different flavor and it’s so god-awful you have to use every single ounce of self-control not to spit it all over the floor? That’s this offer.

I love live music and I really, really love Red Rocks. I’m not a religious person, but if I was, Red Rocks Amphitheatre would be my church. It’s one of my favorite places on the planet, and most of the time, I would jump at this offer with zero hesitation. But hearing that Dad is the person providing the tickets causes a pause. A major one. If there’s one location I can’t have tainted by Andrew Young, it’s Red Rocks. The last thing I need is to pull up to Yoga on the Rocks—Red Rocks’ alter ego during the day—seething as I remember whatever douchebag move he inevitably pulled in my presence.

But I guess it doesn’t matter since I already have plans.

“I really wish I could, but I have an event at work that I have to be there for.” Only a few hours ago, I never thought I would’ve said this, but thank the freaking lord for the Dirty Birds.

“Bummer.” Daisy sticks her bottom lip out much like Elsie’s toddler when he’s forced to take a bath.

“I know, I wish I could make it. You’re going to have so much fun.” I think about leaving it there, letting myself live in blissful ignorance, but I need to know. “Is Dad going to go with you?”

“God no!” She throws her head back and laughs while I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding. “He came down with Mom to help me move into my apartment but didn’t even spend the night. I was surprised he came at all, you know he hates leaving his mountain retreat.”

“Yeah, you’re right about that.” Unfortunately, thanks to years of him missing every milestone in my life, I do know that.

However, ever since Gran died and he was more upset about losing the Book Nook than losing his mother, he’s made more exceptions in order to make his way to my part of the state. Between stressing about my new title of bookstore owner and his unpredictable appearances, I’m a ball of anxiety. At least I can relax a little knowing he’s not here right this moment.

“But speaking of work . . .” Daisy lets her sentence trail off and my anxiety picks back up. “You mean the Book Nook, right? Gran always told stories about the store when she came to visit.”

“Yup, the Book Nook.” I nod, afraid to say anything more because I have no idea where she’s going with this.

“How’s it going there? Gran told me the two of you had been giving the place a little face-lift. I’d love to come by one day and see what she was always going on about.” She pulls her lips between her teeth and glances away from me, but I don’t miss the familiar way her eyes glisten with unshed tears before she does.

It’s weird.

I was always on the receiving end of their pity. I was the poor girl growing up without her dad. I’m pretty sure Dad convinced everyone my heartbroken mom was batshit crazy. The birthday cards sent in the mail were from my dad, but signed with my stepmom’s writing . . . even the checks that funded my back-to-school wardrobes had her name in the corner.

Honestly, until this very moment, I thought Daisy had everything. But now I realize that she missed out on one of the absolute best things life had to offer. A relationship with Alice Young.

Since my dad—for lack of better words—abandoned me, Gran stepped up to the plate and put his responsibilities on her shoulders. She was at every school play, every soccer game . . . she even took me to the two Girl Scout meetings I went to before I quit. If Mom was working, it was Gran’s old Buick that met me outside school to take me to the Book Nook. She had a special cabinet in the back filled with snacks, and I’d spend hours there, doing homework, helping organize, and, at the end of the day, just reveling in time spent with my favorite person, who never made me doubt that I was her favorite person too.

For the first time all night, I let my eyes wander to Daisy’s hand to see Gran’s modest diamond, which, even years after my grandpa died, never left her finger. It was what she left Daisy in the will. I knew Daisy was getting it. Gran asked me what I wanted, her ring or the pendant necklace passed down to her from her mom. Even though Dad was/is trash, I loved the idea of having a family heirloom from my Young family. I didn’t think twice about choosing the pendant.

I just wish that while we were having that conversation, she had told me she was leaving me the Book Nook too. It would’ve been nice to have a heads-up before I sat in a room with Dad for the first time in years while the lawyer read out her will. Until the day I die, I will never forget the shade of red that colored my dad’s fair skin or the way his deep voice turned into that of a schoolgirl’s as he shrieked. But mostly, I’ll never forget the look of pure hatred and disgust in his green eyes as he gave me one last look before he walked out of the room.

I still don’t really understand his problem. Gran left him her house, his childhood home—my dream bungalow in Washington Park, which he sold for a small fortune—it wasn’t enough for him. I didn’t think things could get worse with him, but I was wrong. Because ever since that day, he’s made my life a living hell trying to get control of the bookstore so he can sell it to the highest bidder.

I can deal with it. I can take pretty much anything he throws at me by now.

I just hate how disappointed Gran would be.

Even though she stopped urging me to call him when I was in college, I know she still harbored hope that one day we would mend our relationship. I think she thought she was being fair, splitting her belongings between the two of us. Not that she had to—it was her stuff, for goodness’ sake! She could’ve given it all away and left us with nothing at all.

That’s what’s so hard for me to comprehend through all this.

Even though the Book Nook was never my dream, I’m so grateful she trusted me with this piece of her heart. Whenever I walk into that store, I can feel her around me. Memories of her linger in every nook and cranny of the store; every customer who tells me a story about their time with her is another link to the person I will never stop missing. My dad just wants to sell that.

Money can turn even the best person into a monster, and Andrew Young already sucked, so this has brought out an entirely new level of vile.

But in this moment, my sympathy for Daisy, my sister, exceeds all that.

“Come by whenever you want. Gran would love for us to be in there together.” I don’t have to fake a smile, for the first time since she walked into my apartment—hell . . . into my life. Sincerity drips from my every word. “And if you’re up for it after your concert and want some more Red Rocks in your life, I do yoga there on Sunday mornings. You’re more than welcome to join.”

“I’d love that! I’m not big on exercise but this could be the exception.” Her eyes light up and the guilt I feel from pulling my hand away from her earlier starts to fade. Sure, we didn’t grow up together, but now that we’re adults we have the opportunity to forge a relationship without our dad.

“Anything at Red Rocks is the exception. You’ll love it.” And shocking the hell out of me, I think I might actually love it too.

“Okay, so now that we have bookstores and yoga sorted, I think it’s time to move on to the important things.” Daisy drops her elbows onto the table and leans over, the unmistakable whisper of gossip perking her right up. “I could really use a Denver boyfriend—where can I find one?”

“Even though I’m intrigued by the idea of you having boyfriends in multiple cities and really wish I could help, my dating history is troubled at best.” Much to Gran and the Dirty Birds’ dismay. “I wouldn’t even know where to begin to look for you.”

“Oh, sister dearest . . . we have so much to catch up on.” Mischief twinkles in her eyes as she looks at me and winks . . . winks! “I have a feeling I might be able to teach you a thing or two.”

Well, fuck.

As if the Dirty Birds meddling in my life wasn’t enough, let’s just pile it on.




CHAPTER 3

[image: image]
SATURDAY MORNINGS ARE MY FAVORITE TIME IN THE BOOK NOOK.

Besides hosting a few book clubs and being an overall wonderful human being, Gran didn’t have any ploys to drive business to the store. Shortly before she passed, though, she mentioned she wanted to do something for our in-need-of-much-love children’s section.

And you know what helps you ignore the death of your beloved grandmother? Painting walls, assembling shelves, and constantly bothering your best friend about the latest and greatest in children’s entertainment. I spent every waking hour I had making sure the children’s nook was everything Gran would’ve wanted. I even reached out to a local company that hires out princesses and superheroes for birthday parties. We worked out a steal of a deal to have someone come every Saturday to read to the kids. Where other sales have dwindled over the past few months, our children’s book sales are through the roof.

And today is the most packed yet.

“You should see how much it costs to put a coffee bar inside,” Elsie says while simultaneously bouncing the baby strapped onto her chest, wrangling my favorite one-year-old right before he goes limp noodle, and also keeping her eyes focused on her twins, sitting like the angels they are as they listen to Elsa. “I’d kill for a freaking latte right now.”

“I don’t understand how you don’t have a caffeine IV constantly pumping into your veins. You’re like superwoman.” I can’t function without a strong cup of coffee or two—fine! three!—and I get full nights of uninterrupted sleep. Or at least I used to. Sleep has been a little harder to come by lately.

“I think I’ve been in survival mode since Willow and Wren.” She readjusts her grip on Milo’s wrist while poor baby Finn just bounces around on her chest. “Add in these two, and it’s a miracle I manage to leave the house at all.”

I take pity on Milo—or Elsie, not sure which one, to be honest—and swoop him up into my arms. His tiny gap-toothed smile widens and his squeal of laughter cuts through the whispers of the moms around us when I squeeze his side.

“Well, I appreciate your commitment to child-rearing so I don’t have to.” Milo settles on my hip, content to watch Elsa now that he’s being held. “And you know I can babysit for a little if you need a break or a power nap. Five hours is my max though. I don’t think I could last longer than that.”

“Don’t tease me with a good time. Brandon has been working like crazy and it would be nice to spend time with him again without having to separate toddlers, whip out my boob, or clean butts.” Even though she’s talking about dirty diapers, her face goes soft and does that annoying thing it does whenever she talks about her husband.

“First, fix your face. You and Brandon have been together for like a million years. There’s no reason you should still look like a heart-eye emoji whenever you talk about him.” I mean, yeah, Brandon is six foot six inches of a perfect male specimen who worships the ground she walks on, but it just feels unnecessary at this point. “Second, I’m pretty sure whipping out your boobs is how you got here in the first place.”

The moms standing around us giggle, but instead of looking the tiniest bit embarrassed, Elsie looks thoroughly and utterly pleased with herself.

“Well, you know, part of the reason I’m not sleeping is self-imposed.” She winks at me and high-fives Angie, one of the other moms who come to story time every week.

Show-off.

Not that I can exactly blame her though. Elsie and Brandon have been the epitome of Black love since they were high school sweethearts. Now Brandon is an investment banker (and not a douchey one either), and Elsie graduated with a degree in freaking aerospace engineering. She was looking at master’s programs when she found out she was pregnant. She was still looking to apply, but when she found out babies made four instead of three, she decided to put a hold on school until the twins were in preschool.

I just don’t think she realized her uterus was the baby-making equivalent of Pringles, because once that thing popped, it did not stop.

So again, college loans: two, Elsie and me: zero.

Cool.

“Whatever.” I try to roll my eyes, but my heart’s not in it. “But back to the coffee bar, I have been considering it. I was actually thinking dual purpose. Coffee in the morning for circle time, wine in the evening for book clubs.”

I have the exact spot in mind and everything. If I was only going off the profits from the store, I wouldn’t be able to afford it. However, Gran did leave me some money, not a fortune, but enough. I’ve avoided touching it until I figure out the best way to use it. This might be the perfect cause.

“Oh my goodness! Yes!” Elsie turns her wide chestnut eyes to me. “I love that idea so much! I have a few mom friends who have been wanting to start a book club. If we could host them here, away from all of our children, and drink wine? I’d join in a heartbeat.”

I can see the wheels turning in her head and I don’t know if it’s good for me. When Elsie gets an idea in her head, she doesn’t let it go. So, I use this moment of distraction to drop a casual bomb on her.

“Anyways . . .” I tuck Milo a little higher on my hip, playing with his curls to avoid looking at his mom. “Did I tell you that Daisy dropped by the
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