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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            
              
        Never a Brides + One

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Kate

      

      
        What’s the name of that place with the thing that you said I had to visit, Nicole?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nicole

      

      
        The Cloisters?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        That’s it. Oliver’s taking me there tomorrow.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nicole

      

      
        Jelly! I miss New York so much sometimes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        I’m beginning to see why. I thought it could never live up to my expectations, but it’s even better.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        That’s because you are there with someone you love. [image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        That might have something to do with it. [image: smiling face with hearts]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ophelia

      

      
        Who’s up for the farmers market tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        I can probably meet you there.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        Working, sorry

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nicole

      

      
        Ricky & I will be in the mountains.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ophelia

      

      
        Oh I forgot about your camping trip.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        You & Ricky are going camping?? Who are you & what have you done with Nicole?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        Don’t freak, Rosie. If it involves a cabin & electricity, it’s not camping.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nicole

      

      
        But we’ll be unplugged, I swear. We’re doing one of those digital detox weekends.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        Whose idea was that?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ophelia

      

      
        That doesn’t exactly sound like either your or Ricky’s idea of a good time.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nicole

      

      
        Technically it was a wedding present from Ricky’s aunt. But it will be good for us. No texting, podcasts, social media or news for 48 hours.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        That actually sounds pretty nice

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        What will you do to fill the time? [image: smirking face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nicole

      

      
        [image: face savoring food] I’m sure we’ll think of something.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        Maybe I’ll look into that for Gus’s birthday.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ophelia

      

      
        Lani, is it OK if Jamie comes with tomorrow?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        Sure

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Why wouldn’t it?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ophelia

      

      
        IDK I feel bad that we’re a package deal these days.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nicole

      

      
        Honey, you were a package deal before you figured out you were in love with each other.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ophelia

      

      
        Fair point

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        You know you all don’t have to tiptoe around me. Just because you’ve all coupled up doesn’t mean I’m not happy doing my sexy single gal thing.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Besides, someone has to carry on the single lady flag. And make fun of you all, too.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nicole

      

      
        …

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        Don’t say it, Nicole

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nicole

      

      
        Say what?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        You were going to say something about how I shouldn’t talk because I could be next. Sorry to disappoint but there’s no way I’m going to be felled by cupid’s arrow like the rest of you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Gotta go, I’m heading to Wild Child for a caffeine infusion.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Rosie

      

      
        Careful, you could end up with that cute barista. I love a good coffee shop romance.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Kate

      

      
        Imagine, free coffee for life!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Ophelia

      

      
        I thought you were seeing the guy with the dog from the farmers market.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        The guy with the dog was weeks ago & while I might flirt I like the coffee at Wild Child too much to actually get involved with an employee.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Nicole

      

      
        You really are the smartest one of all of us, Lani

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        Now you’re catching on [image: face blowing a kiss]

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Beverly the Realtor

      

      
        Your offer on the house has been officially submitted. Now you can relax until we hear from the sellers.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Lani

      

      
        Relax? Don’t you mean bite my nails until we hear from them? [image: grimacing face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It’s out of your hands. We put together a respectable offer. It’s Friday. Have fun this weekend. Take your mind off it. We won’t hear anything until Monday, probably.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I want to know the second you hear.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Of course!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        And thnx for everything

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I have a good feeling about this. This is your house.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Pretty sure you’re only saying that because you’re sick of showing me places.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Never! This is it, darling.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I hope the sellers agree.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        [image: crossed fingers]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        [image: crossed fingers][image: crossed fingers]

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

          LANI

        

      

    

    
      Fridays at Winesap Design tend to be light—except when they’re not. Today my schedule isn’t too crazy-packed. I have a marketing meeting later, but Nicole’s finally out of the office, having headed off to her dreaded digital detox weekend after a flurry of last-minute emails and texts. I’m looking forward to a weekend of radio silence even if she isn’t.

      Waiting for Beverly to let me know if the sellers accepted my offer on my dream house has me jumping at every notification. She wants me to relax and try to put it out of my mind, so I grab my sketchbook. Drawing is one of the only things that helps me turn off my brain for a while.

      I rinse out my travel mug and walk the half block from the office to Wild Child Café. I’ll get some drawing time in while I recharge with a midday latte and pointedly not think about the possibility of soon becoming a bona fide homeowner.

      It’s one of those perfect mid-September afternoons that proves I live in the best place on Earth. Santa Barbara is rarely too hot or too cold. The foggy days are pleasantly fresh while the hot summer days are dry, not muggy. There’s always something blooming, from roses to jacaranda trees. It’s similar in that way to where I grew up on Kauai. I’m grateful for the umpteenth time that Nicole’s trust fund allowed us to set up shop in a walkable part of town close to every amenity, including Wild Child.

      I burst through the doors and Jayson greets me with a chin lift. “The usual?”

      “Yes, please.”

      I hand him the travel mug and he starts my latte. The pastry case is conspicuously bare and I groan in disappointment. “Don’t tell me you’re out of the macadamia nut cookies.”

      “Sorry, Lani, someone just bought the last one.” Jayson nods toward the person behind me.

      I whirl around to cast a stink eye at the cookie usurper. There’s only one other person in the shop and he’s sitting in my favorite window seat, the one closest to an outlet for charging. It’s a twentysomething white guy, sitting in front of an open laptop. Half a macadamia nut cookie sits on a napkin next to it. I’m about to go to my second-favorite menu item when the sticker on the back of his computer catches my eye. It’s a black and white decal of two familiar characters, a little boy and a little girl. I recognize them from the children’s books I have relegated to a hard-to-reach corner bookshelf in my apartment. Reed and Lucy are not especially well-known characters outside of readers with ages in the single digits, though there are five books, and counting, in the series. Why would a grown man have that particular sticker displayed on the back of his silver laptop?

      I look at him more closely. He’s got sandy-brown hair and a hint of a baby face, open and unlined. He’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt screen-printed with the Dark Side of the Moon cover art. There’s a leather strap tied around his right wrist. His black leather boots are well-worn, and the backpack that hangs over the back of his chair looks like it has just as many miles on it. He’s got his eyes on the laptop, but he’s not typing. I wonder if he’s one of those people who go to a café to pretend to work but watch trending videos on the free Wi-Fi instead.

      You would think I’d already know if he’s that type of person, considering I know that his eyes, if they looked at me instead of at the computer screen, would be platinum gray, and his voice, if he spoke to me, would be deeper than his baby face would indicate.

      Now I know why he’s got those characters on his computer. He’s Reed Bennet, the author of the Reed and Lucy children’s book series.

      He’s also my husband.

      And now he’s looking right at me.

      “Lani?”

      I might have wondered if he’d engineered this meeting except for the clear astonishment on his face.

      “What are you doing here, Reed?” It’s not original, but it captures the spirit of the million questions zinging around my brain.

      “I’m working.”

      “Okay.” That doesn’t explain his presence here, in Wild Child. Or Santa Barbara, for that matter.

      “Wow, I had no idea—I mean, I knew you—yeah, I didn’t think—” He blows out a harsh breath and laughs dryly. “I imagined I might see you, but I didn’t know it would be this hard to⁠—”

      “Say words?”

      “Yeah, that.”

      “What are you doing here in Santa Barbara?”

      “Book tour. I write children’s books.”

      I make a noncommittal noise.

      “Also, my agent—well, he’s my friend, too—Kingston—you’d like him—he thought it would be good for me to have a change of scene. I’m working on a book and it’s not going very well. So I thought I’d spend a few days here. Why not?”

      I can think of about a billion reasons but can’t seem to find the words to communicate any of them right now. Besides my shock at seeing Reed, I’m most shaken by the fact that he doesn’t resemble The Boy much at all.

      The Boy was what I called Reed Bennet before I knew his name, when he was just an eighteen-year-old kid in my psych class at UCSB. I was two years older, fancied myself a world more sophisticated. The last time I saw him he was twenty-two and looked it. He seems to have grown since then, his thick upper arms straining the sleeves of his T-shirt. The leather strap around his wrist used to fit more loosely. Now it’s taut around his corded muscular forearm. His hair’s a little shorter, a little darker, a little spikier. His nose is still a bit round, as are his cheeks, a trace of The Boy I used to know. But everything else seems to be all man.

      Dammit.

      Suddenly I’m glad I wore my new saffron-yellow high-waisted linen trousers and a cream-colored blouse instead of dressing down for casual Friday. I’m put together to my usual high standards, but I can’t help but be slightly self-conscious about the fine lines etched into the creases next to my eyes, even though he probably can’t see them from halfway across the room. I’ve been blessed with my Hawaiian mother’s clear dark olive skin and her thick black hair, but since I turned thirty, nothing about me is quite as elastic as it once was.

      But Reed looks indisputably good. Scruffy, but good.

      Despite surprising the shit out of each other, he now seems to be acting as if we run into each other all the time, all calm and matter-of-fact while I feel like I might need to breathe into a paper bag or eat about a dozen of those macadamia nut cookies. If he hadn’t eaten the last one.

      “Here’s your latte.”

      I turn around to find Jayson holding out my mug.

      “Oh thanks. Yeah.” I put down my sketchbook to grab it, flustered.

      Jayson frowns. “Everything okay?” His gaze flits over my shoulder to Reed. “He bothering you?” he asks in a low voice.

      Yes.

      “No, it’s fine. Despite taking my cookie, he’s a…friend.”

      Jayson shrugs and retreats behind the counter. I take a shaky sip of my coffee. The familiar flavor anchors me and reminds me I’m on my own turf. I have people at my back. Reed is the interloper. I straighten my shoulders.

      “Okay, so you’re here. Great. Well, have a good stay.”

      “Wait. Can you join me?” Reed looks at the empty chair across from him.

      “I’ve got a meeting.” Not for two more hours.

      “Do you have dinner plans?”

      “Dinner plans?” I wrack my brain. I don’t have plans, unless making myself a salad and finishing my mystery novel count.

      “Is the Italian place with the outrageous garlic bread still there?”

      “Yes.” I feel the urge to start asserting myself instead of just reacting to him. “But there’s a place a block over that’s much better. Olio e Limone. I’ll meet you there at seven.”

      “Do we need a reservation?”

      “I’ll make one.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      I manage to pay Jayson without looking over my shoulder to see if Reed’s disappeared. Maybe he was a figment of my imagination. But when I do turn around, no such luck. I have to walk past his table to get outside. It feels like a trap, like Reed is lying in wait for me to come near enough for him to grab me. But that’s silly. I’m not afraid of him. I’m…unsettled.

      Seeing the person you happen to be married to for the first time in six years can do that to you.

      I clutch my mug in both hands and march out of the shop. A couple comes in as I’m leaving, and they hold the door for me so I don’t have to let go of my coffee, my lifeline, my defense against unwanted complications. Reed Bennet has been one unwanted complication after another from the moment I met him.

      “See you tonight, Lani.”

      I don’t answer as I scoot out the door as fast as I can without it seeming as if I’m running away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 3

          REED

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t plan running into Lani, but I would be lying if I said I hadn’t mapped out where she works and chosen a rental apartment a few blocks away. I don’t know where she lives, so it was the closest I could come to putting myself in her path and hoping the universe would take care of the rest.

      Score one for the universe, because I’ve been in California for less than twenty-four hours and I already have a date with my wife.

      It’s not as if I don’t have her phone number. I mean, I think I do, if it’s the same one she had when we were together, two dumb college kids who thought we had our whole lives figured out. My number’s different, though. When I got to New York I couldn’t afford my plan. After I switched to a cheap phone, I was careful to save Lani’s information, entering it in diligently, careful not to transpose any digits.

      I haven’t called her once in the four years since I did that. But I held onto her number anyway.

      When it comes to Lani, I have a hard time letting go.

      Seeing her in the flesh was wild. I could have taken a bit more care with myself before heading out for a caffeine fix and an unproductive work session. I was wearing my shabbiest clothes. Bedhead and stubble don’t do me any favors.

      I stare at the door for way too long after Lani leaves the café, then pack it in. It’s not like I was getting any work done. All I’ve successfully managed to accomplish today is eat a surprisingly good cookie.

      On my way out, the guy who’d waited on both me and Lani earlier waves me over.

      “Hey, man, you’re a friend of Lani’s, right?”

      It’s a spectacular understatement as well as more than I would have claimed to be yesterday, so I nod.

      “She left this here. I can give it to her when she comes in, but that probably won’t be until next week, so I thought if you were going to see her?” He holds up a black notebook—no, a sketchbook.

      I take it without hesitation. “No problem, I’ll give it to her.”

      “Thanks, dude.”

      I take the long way back to my rental, Lani’s sketchbook secured in my backpack with my laptop, my face turned toward the late afternoon sun as it edges its way to the horizon, the tang of the ocean fresh and clean in my lungs.

      Santa Barbara hasn’t changed much since I was last here, still tidily beautiful, with its appealing mix of Spanish colonial and modern architecture. I especially appreciate the wide sidewalks and the green trees and the way the sun reaches all the way to the sidewalk after four years of living in a third-floor walk-up in Queens with a revolving door of harmless if antisocial roommates, three guys to a single bathroom.

      My ground-floor studio rental here feels palatial by comparison. I tap the code into the keypad that grants me access to my temporary home. Even though I’ve been here for a single night and I’m leaving in a few days, this space already feels more like home than I ever felt in New York. I’m more certain than ever I’m making the right choice by moving back here. I still have to work out some of the details—okay, all of the details—but when Kingston talked my publisher into arranging this California book tour, I knew it was partly because he was sick of my talking about going back to California and wanted to nudge me into actually doing something about it. Kingston’s excellent at nudging.

      Now that I’m here, I know this is what I want: palm trees and the beach, sunny sidewalks, and traffic and wildfire danger and overpriced real estate. Lani being here has nothing to do with it, I swear.

      I set Lani’s sketchbook down on the bed so I won’t forget it, plug my computer in to charge, then grab a quick shower. I take the time to shave. I have to stoop to see my face in the tiny mirror over the sink, but it’s worth it. Lani looked like a model today—I’ve definitely got to up my game. She was always out of my league, and while that is undoubtedly still true, I’m capable of cleaning up enough that she won’t regret being seen with me in public.

      My phone rings as I’m combing through my suitcase for something to wear. I packed for a week on the road and informal bookstore events—jeans, T-shirts, a few flannel button-downs. My uniform, in other words.

      “Kingston, hang on.” I switch the phone to speaker mode.

      Kingston’s voice booms, bold and brash from a continent away. “How’s sunny Cali treating you?”

      “No one here calls it Cali,” I say. “And so far, so weird. I ran into Lani. We’re getting dinner.”

      “Tell me everything.”

      Kingston is one of the only people in my life who knows the truth: that Lani and I eloped right before I got a space off the waitlist at the creative writing MFA program of my dreams. I left California for Iowa and to write the Great American Novel. Lani didn’t come with me.

      “It wasn’t a complete train wreck.” I deem my dark blue flannel shirt the dressiest. I speak in the general direction of my phone while I button up my button-down. Language is so weird. I love it. “I could have spilled coffee all over myself. Or her. But it was still awkward as fuck.”

      “Did you know she was going to be there?”

      “No. I searched for ‘coffee shop Wi-Fi’ and that was the nearest place. I was working.”

      “You were working?” Kingston’s tone is insultingly skeptical. Problem is, he’s not wrong. “On the book?”

      “Well, I was on my computer, anyway.” After nearly four years as my agent, he knows me too well.

      “But she agreed to go to dinner with you, so it couldn’t have gone too badly.”

      “I guess.” I hadn’t exactly expected her to agree, but then she’d set the location, the time. She didn’t give me an extra spare second, just barked out orders and expected me to follow them. Kind of hot, to be honest.

      “How did she look?” Kingston asks, as if he can tell where my mind is going.

      “She looked…put together.” She’d been glossy as a silk flower in a yellow and white ensemble complete with shit-kicking white suede heels. She looked like a cheerful dominatrix with her unsmiling, brightly painted mouth, iron-straight hair, and shellacked red fingernails. The Lani I remember always dressed with care, but she was softer, less lacquered. Her nails were always painted a different color, loud teal or hot pink. Today they were crimson, to match her lips.

      “What does that mean? I can’t believe you’ve never even shown me her picture. I could find one online, probably.”

      “She doesn’t do social media.” Should I throw some gel on my hair or will it look like I’m trying too hard? She saw me at my most casual this afternoon, so a little gel should be okay.

      “Seriously? I thought she was a businesswoman.”

      “The design company she works for has all that stuff, but she doesn’t have personal accounts.”

      “And you know this how?”

      “Never mind.” It’s not like I actively cyber stalk my estranged wife or anything. But since I have to be on all those platforms to promote my books, I noticed when one of our old college friends posted about a new venture called Winesap Design, with a picture of a beaming Lani and a perky blonde in front of a warehouse-type building with the company’s name emblazoned on the side. I read the press release, so proud of Lani for using her hard-won MBA to launch a brand-new business in typical badass fashion.

      “So, what does she look like?”

      “She’s beautiful.”

      “You’re a writer,” Kingston says with a smile in his voice. “You can do a shade better than beautiful.”

      “She’s skinny, but strong. Average height. Her nose is wide and her lips are generous and her eyes are dark and she has a mole on her left cheek under her eye. She used to pretend to get annoyed when I’d call it her beauty mark. I think she’s always kind of hated it, but I think it’s sexy.”

      “There you go. Way to dig deep, Reed. I hope dinner goes well. For your sake.”

      “Why shouldn’t it?” I can’t forget the way she’d been entirely nonplussed at my appearance. I’d envisioned our reunion dozens of times. Sometimes in my imagination she’s angry, cries maybe, takes out six years of anger on me in one passionate moment. Other times I imagine she’s pleased to see me, shy but smiling, perhaps offering me a hug. Then I remember she was never much into public displays of affection.

      “You’ve got a deadline,” he reminds me, unnecessarily. “Isn’t this trip about freeing some of your creative juices? So go on, get juiced.”

      “Why does everything you say sound vaguely dirty?”

      “Hey, you bring the connotations. Have fun.”

      “I thought you wanted me to work.”

      “If you loosen up a little bit, the work will come easier.”

      “I’m going to be late. Lani hates it when people are late.”

      “Then by all means, don’t be late.” He hangs up without saying goodbye.

      I fiddle with my hair for another pointless second since it looks exactly the same as it did before I messed with it. I grab my wallet and Lani’s sketchbook and head out the door.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Olio e Limone was miles out of our budget in college. It would have been out of my budget until only a couple of years ago, when the Reed and Lucy books started selling surprisingly well for a children’s series. After being a poor college student, then a poor grad student, and then a poor aspiring author, to be able to afford an upscale Italian place feels like a small victory.

      Lani’s already sitting at a table in a corner, looking at her phone, a glass of wine in front of her. She’s always been more sophisticated than me, but she looks like a freaking supermodel, still wearing the outfit she had on before, her long fingers tapping swiftly across the phone’s screen. She looks like a woman. She’s nearly thirty-one. I can’t do anything about the fact I’m a couple of years younger, but I’m not a kid anymore. I’ll always be a bit untidy, but at least I can afford to buy her dinner.

      I’m not late, but I’m not early.

      “Hey,” I say, sliding into the seat across from her. I place her sketchbook down on the table. A server shows up, saving me from having to decide if I should try to hug her or something. I have no idea how she’d react if I tried to touch her.

      Her eyes flick from her phone to her sketchbook, and then up at me. “I completely forgot about this. How did you⁠—”

      “The guy from the café asked me to give it to you.”

      “Jayson? Why?”

      “You said we were friends.”

      She takes the book and slips it into her oversized shoulder bag. “So I did.”

      I order a beer and we busy ourselves looking at the menu for a few minutes, making small talk about my rental apartment and whether we want to split an appetizer. In the end, we order different everything and when the server has gone, a silence descends.

      “So.” She tucks some hair behind her ear.

      “So.”

      “Are you seeing someone?” she asks bluntly, but in a rush, as if she had to gear herself up to say it.

      I smile nervously. “What do you mean?”

      “Isn’t that the traditional thing? Estranged spouses thrown back together because one of them needs to get a divorce in order to marry someone else?”

      “I don’t think there’s much traditional about that scenario,” I say dryly. “But no, I’m not seeing anyone, and I’m definitely not getting married.”

      “Oh.” Some of the tension seems to go out of her shoulders.

      “What about you? Seeing anyone?”

      “I see a lot of people,” she says flatly.

      I shift in my chair, the implication making me itchy. Of course I have no right to an opinion. But if that makes her happy, I won’t make a big deal out of it.

      “But no one special,” I say. Quality is more important than quantity in this area.

      She shakes her head, and I’m oddly relieved.

      “So we’ve established we’re basically free agents, except for the whole legally married part,” she says.

      “Yep.” This is such a surreal conversation, but what should I have expected? Our entire relationship for the past six years has been surreal.

      “Why haven’t you asked for a divorce?”

      Fuck me. Always with the bluntness. We’re falling back into our old pattern: Lani confronts me and I challenge her right back. “Why haven’t you?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 4

          LANI

        

      

    

    
      I normally embody the mellowness of both my home state and my adopted one, but since Reed sat down I’ve been on edge, feeling like an eight ball bouncing hard between pockets. On one hand, I’m having dinner with a stranger, a solid slab of a man who bears only a passing resemblance to The Boy. And on the other, I travel six years in the past with every one of Reed’s smiles, with the very sound of his voice. Some things haven’t changed at all.

      When he asks me why I’ve never asked for a divorce, it takes me right back to the thick of our relationship. As hard as I push, he doesn’t roll over—he pushes me back. If we were school kids, we’d compete to see who could push the other higher, faster, harder on the swing set. If we’d stayed together, maybe we would have kept pushing each other toward success. Or maybe we’d have succeeded in pushing each other right out of our lives.

      The real reason I never called an attorney to see how complicated a divorce could be for a quickie Reno marriage is too complicated to encapsulate in a pithy, biting comeback. The truth is, I loved Reed so much, and being his wife was the last real link I had to him. Since no one else was vying for the position, it didn’t seem like much harm to keep the connection there.

      I’ve gotten really good at lying by omission. Instead of acknowledging anything so messy as the feelings we may or may not still have for each other, I deflect. “I’ve been too busy, I suppose. I’m a partner in a design firm.”

      “Winesap Design, right? Your business seems to be doing really well.”

      I’m surprised he’s heard of it. “We’ve doubled our growth every quarter for a year. Of course, that’s not sustainable without dramatically ramping up our scale, but it bodes well.”

      “You’re crushing it,” he says admiringly.

      It’s not like I’m not willing to take credit for my work, but I shift in my seat, uncomfortable with the naked praise. “Nicole’s a bit of a mad genius, but she lets me do my thing, which I appreciate. We’ve made some good decisions. Once we got into licensing designs, the real money started coming in. The retail side isn’t doing badly, either. We might open a satellite location in Ojai.”

      “That’s awesome. You’re a business prodigy.”

      “Not really. I work hard.” Sixty-plus-hour weeks aren’t unheard of, but the effort has paid off, both with the business growth and my own personal renumeration.

      “But you’ve got an instinct, a head for it. Not like me. If I didn’t have Kingston, I’d probably be making a dime per book.”

      “Kingston—your agent, right?” I remember the name from our collision in the café, and from the dedication of one of the Reed and Lucy books.

      “My agent, and a friend.”

      “Speaking from experience, creative people need to surround themselves with a reliable team if they’re going to make any money from their work.” Nicole’s not stupid, but her eyes glaze over when I start talking about cash flow and retail margins, while those things excite me. We complement each other.

      “I’ll drink to that,” he says, raising his glass of lager.

      I clink my glass against his, remembering another toast in another lifetime as I do so. We stood in front of a Reno justice of the peace and swore ’til death do us part, then we celebrated with a buffet dinner—overcooked steak and too-sweet champagne.

      “To us,” Reed had said, cheeks red.

      “To us,” I had echoed, happy despite being completely terrified of what we’d done, petrified to tell my friends or my mom that we’d eloped. A week later it became a moot point when he left for Iowa. And I did not.

      “So you’re on a book tour. That sounds pretty big-time.”

      “It’s to promote the latest release, Reed and Lucy Go to the Movies.”

      I’ve had it on pre-order since June. “Kids’ books, right?” I am such a liar.

      “You haven’t—” He stops and sighs. “Not that you would. You aren’t the target audience, obviously.”

      “But you’re clearly doing well if you’re on a book tour.”

      “We got traction with the second title. Since then, it’s been a release about every six months. I have one more on my contract, but I’m having trouble with this next book.”

      “Writer’s block?”

      “You could call it that. I’m a little burned out. I’m supposed to be refilling the well and other creativity-related metaphors while I promote the new release. I’m here for a few days, then down to Los Angeles. I have some appearances back in New York later this month.”

      Right, this is a business trip. His life is on the other side of the country. “You always wanted to live in the big city. I’m glad that worked out for you.”

      He coughs. “Yes. Well.” Before he can say more, the server brings out our food.

      I take a bite of my carbonara. It’s creamy and tender, but I’d trade the whole plate to know what to say to fill the silence.

      Reed pushes his penne around his plate. “Your mom—how’s she doing?”

      I seize on the topic. “She’s really good. Still working at the county public works department. She comes and visits me a couple of times a year, but I’m due for a visit.” Mom and Reed always got along when she came to Santa Barbara, but the two of us never flew out there together like we talked about doing one day.

      “When was the last time
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