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PART ONE




Chapter 1

Lucy

Lucy Green palmed a needle the size of the baton she used to twirl in her high-school marching band. A hot sting of bile snaked up her oesophagus and bubbled in her throat, threatening to launch. Droplets of cold sweat pricked her neck. She stared at the doctor. ‘I’m sorry. Did you say I have to stick this in my butt?’

Doctor Olson, a kind woman with salted grey hair and crinkles around her eyes, smiled. ‘Not technically in your butt. More … outside of the butt. The nurse will draw a bull’s-eye around the outer butt cheek and upper hip area to ensure you don’t hit a sciatic nerve. We want to make sure you can walk during this pregnancy.’

Her tone made this statement sound like a cute, tongue-in-cheek joke. But Lucy knew the doctor was dead serious. Lucy’s gaze flickered between the fathers and the hormone drumstick in her hand. She exhaled a shaky breath and forced a brave face so her bestie, Drew, and his husband, Mason, wouldn’t catch a whiff of her nerves.

At least she wasn’t dating, because between a semipermanent bull’s-eye drawn on her ass, the extreme amount of hormones she was about to take, and the inevitable morning sickness, she could probably take home an award for the World’s Least Desirable Single.

‘Okay, gotcha.’ Lucy sank back into the cushy leather couch – one perk of seeing a doctor at a swanky Minneapolis fertility clinic instead of the local medical group.

Doctor Olson reviewed the computer screen. ‘Any side effects from starting birth control?’

Growing up as president of the Certified Lesbian Association, never in Lucy’s wildest dreams did she think she’d ever take The Pill. ‘A small headache, but not too bad.’

‘That should go away by next month but keep me posted.’ Doctor Olson’s index finger scrolled the computer mouse. ‘And how are your periods? Regular?’

Lucy shot a glance at Drew, who seemed as cool as he’d always been since meeting him twenty-five years ago in kindergarten. He ran his fingers through his ginger-red hair and gave Lucy a quick grin.

Mason, however, stiffened a little more – if that was even possible. Mason once mentioned that the female body was like the Bermuda Triangle meets a black abyss – fascinating, but something he had no desire to explore. If the words ‘heavy flow’ left the doctor’s mouth right now, he’d probably collapse.

‘Yep, so far, so good,’ Lucy said.

‘Great.’ The doctor tapped the keyboard. ‘This will give you a leg up when the IPs choose the egg donor.’

So many terms. IPs, GCs, egg donors, pre-birth orders. Lucy’s head swirled, but she did a quick calculation. IPs equalled Intended Parents. Aka the fathers. Aka the two men in the doctor’s office who now knew everything from her weight to her sexual history (less activity than she wanted, cough, cough), and that she was not nearly as cool with needles as claimed when they started the surrogacy conversation years ago.

‘Dads.’ Doctor Olson folded her hands and glanced at Lucy’s friends. ‘Questions for me?’

Mason shook his head, not one speck of his perfectly coiffed jet-black hair moving. He thumbed the tip of his heavy, dark designer frames back into place and glanced at his husband. ‘Drew?’

‘Just confirming, if Lucy gets sore, she can shoot the injection into her thigh?’ Drew said.

‘That’s correct, but not always advisable.’ The doctor shifted towards Lucy. ‘I’m going to be honest. The thigh is going to hurt. If that’s your injection site, you need to heat, massage, and ice.’

Cool, cool. Lucy hoped her expert-level poker face didn’t break. She resisted the urge to peek at Drew, knowing he could decode her micro-expressions in a snap.

‘Okay, friends. If there are no further questions, sit tight.’ Doctor Olson adjusted the stethoscope around her neck and stood. ‘The coordinator will arrive shortly. I’ll see you next month.’

The heavy door clicked shut and Drew blurted out, ‘Oh, my hell.’ He scooted in next to her on the couch. ‘I had no idea it was so big.’

Too easy. ‘That’s what she sa—’

‘Nope, no jokes. I’m serious.’ Drew tugged on his designer jeans, his freckled white face turning more pale than normal. ‘I’m sick to my stomach. That needle is no joke.’

‘Lucy, are you okay with this?’ Mason scratched at his dark, permanent five-o’clock shadow scruff. ‘You can still back out.’

‘Guys, seriously? Stop. We’ve talked about this for a million years. I’m not backing out.’ She could hear how her voice sounded – calm, confident, light-hearted. Basically, the exact opposite of the monstrosity occurring inside her. She shoved her shaky hands under her legs. ‘Besides, that bride of Satan’s needle won’t start for a while, so we’re good.’

Lucy couldn’t help but notice the quick, worried glance Drew shot at Mason. Ugh. Her dirty-joke-telling, drag-show-watching, chocolate-stealing bestie had flipped into an overbearing, protective dad the moment she had said ‘yes’ and it made her itchy.

‘Well, hellooooo there!’ the ultra-bubbly coordinator announced as she bounced through the door.

The men sat up straight like when Sister Katherine stomped in during seventh-grade algebra for a pop quiz. Lucy got it. She was nervous as heck, too. Even this deep into the surrogacy process, they could still be denied at any point.

‘I’m Kendra. Such a pleasure meeting you all.’ She propped a tablet in her lap. ‘Ready to review a few things?’

Not really. The image of the needle had burrowed deep in Lucy’s mind, and she wasn’t sure she could handle any more surprises. Still, she plastered on a smile for Drew and Mason’s sake. ‘Yep! Looking forward to learning more.’

‘Open up your calendars, please.’ Kendra pressed her stylus pen to the screen. ‘We need to complete the MMPI psychological exam, and then a follow-up with the doc. Does Friday the twelfth work for everyone?’

Lucy flipped through her calendar app. ‘Can we take this over lunch?’

Kendra chuckled, then zipped her mouth when she looked at Lucy’s scrunched eyebrows. ‘Oh sorry. I thought you were kidding. No, you’ll be here at least four hours.’

‘Four hours?’ Lucy glanced at the men. ‘For a personality test?’

‘It’s more than an internet test to see if you’re an introvert or extrovert. God, I love those things. They always seem to be so accurate, right?’ Kendra set down the pen at the edge of the desk. ‘But this one is in depth, really getting into the heart of who you are, what you need, all that good stuff. Afterwards, you’ll have a dedicated ninety-minute session just for you, and another session with you and the dads.’

Drew’s eyes widened. ‘I think we know everything about each other already.’

‘I bet you know lots, but this will dig deeper.’ Kendra turned to Lucy. ‘You still don’t have a significant other, correct? Nothing has changed since we asked you earlier this year?’

Geezus. Maybe a bullhorn could announce her status to people across the hall. Parade her around with a flashing neon sign that said: Lucy Green. Single … still!

‘Nope, no significant other, unless you count an extremely needy rescue pup.’

‘Great.’ Kendra smiled and poised the pen over her clipboard. ‘That sure is convenient, isn’t it?’

Convenient was never a word Lucy would use to describe her perpetually single status.

‘We’ll need you to sign an affidavit stating that information,’ Kendra said.

‘Stating I don’t have a girlfriend?’ So embarrassing. ‘Why?’

‘Surrogacy affects the partner almost as much as the surrogate.’

‘Really?’ Lucy said, feeling dubious.

‘Well, they won’t get swollen ankles, heartburn, or morning sickness, obviously.’ Kendra grinned. ‘But we need to confirm their beliefs will not contradict our goal. Or if they have to make any difficult medical decisions on your behalf, we file the necessary legal paperwork. They’d also need a medical evaluation to check for any STIs or communicable diseases they could pass on to you, and thus the foetus. But of course, the real reason is to make sure they’ll feed you soda water and saltines when you throw up for those first few months.’

Lucy’s stomach flipped.

‘Now, even being single, we still strongly caution you to be careful with any sexual partner, of course, but it’s required that you refrain from having sex at least six weeks prior to implantation.’ Kendra’s thumb flipped through the paperwork. ‘Have you secured lawyers?’

Mason raised a pristinely manicured hand. ‘We’ve narrowed the list down to a few that specialise in surrogacy law. Quick question. Is there any leeway in the rule regarding lawyers from the same law firm? We found a couple we really like from the same office.’

‘No, sorry.’ Kendra frowned. ‘We must protect the gestational carrier’s interests, without influence. Lucy has one hundred per cent control over her body this entire time and can make whatever choice is right for her, no matter what that choice may be.’

Kendra’s tone flipped to firm, and Lucy appreciated the intention behind the words. Since day one, this message never faltered. Lucy knew the dads trusted her. But as hyper-prepared and organised as the men were, no doubt they had a bit of reluctance giving up all control until after the birth.

Mason tugged on his crisp tie. ‘Of course. Not a problem.’

‘A few more medical evaluations, the psych exam, obtaining lawyers, and we should be good to go.’ Kendra turned her focus to the dads. ‘You can evaluate egg donor files right after we receive a passing psych exam score.’

‘Send the ones that look like Mason,’ Lucy cracked and nudged Drew with her elbow.

‘Jerk,’ Drew whispered.

Kendra’s smile dimmed. ‘You know you can’t see the donor, right?’

Oh no …

Several seconds passed as the dads communicated between themselves with their eyes. ‘We can’t?’ Mason finally asked.

‘You’re allowed access to their childhood picture, but not an adult photo. We don’t want people to pay for pretty babies. Can you imagine the lawsuits if we allowed that?’ Kendra chuckled, then cleared her throat. ‘Besides, the vast majority of egg donors remain anonymous.’

Lucy could almost see the men’s wheels turning. No doubt they’d had visions of everyone involved in their baby’s conception – including the egg donor – at a yearly summer picnic, filled with mini-gourmet sandwiches and a tasteful mimosa bar, swapping the same birth story year after year with attendees. Well, adjusting seemed to be a common theme in this process. They wouldn’t see or meet the egg donor. And Lucy had to make friends with the bride of Satan’s needle. Great.

For the rest of the appointment, Lucy scribbled the med schedule, pros and cons of acupuncture, and starred a reminder to take baby aspirin in her ‘Get a Baby Up in Here’ personalised notebook. After stuffing the pamphlets in her purse, she, Mason, and Drew left.

Stepping outside, the humidity slapped her in the face. ‘Gross. I’m melting.’

August was peak heat season for Minnesota, and she was fully over having perpetually damp skin. She’d run out of baby powder to use in her bra, and any moment now she was going to have an unfortunate chafing episode. Maybe this afternoon she’d walk the lush green path lining the St Croix River and stop at an ice cream shop in downtown Stillwater to combat the heat.

‘Just wait until you’re carrying an extra thirty pounds.’ Mason beeped the car lock. ‘I’ll make Drew tail you with one of those mist fans.’

She groaned.

‘Bring it in. Group hug time.’ Drew opened his arms and engulfed Lucy. ‘You still good? Need anything?’

She pushed a gentle hand against his chest. ‘You’ve got to stop asking me that, or I’m going to ask for something that’s seriously bananas.’

‘Anything. Anything you want.’

The sincerity in Drew’s eyes almost killed her. From the moment she agreed to be a surrogate, the power dynamic in their relationship had shifted. She went from being the bestie, the jokester, the ‘you’re so not a third wheel’ third wheel to someone Drew and Mason felt like they owed. They didn’t understand she was doing this as much for herself as for them.

‘Hmmm.’ She strummed her fingers against her chin. ‘A date with Demi Lovato, a Ferris wheel in my backyard, and for you to get a massive chest tattoo that says “Lucy: Still Better Looking Than Me”.’

Drew rolled his eyes. ‘I’ll work on the Ferris wheel.’

‘Come on, Drew. I have to get back to work. Those bridges aren’t going to build themselves.’ Mason chuckled at his all-too-common civil engineering joke and held the door open for his husband. ‘Lucy, we’ll text you later.’

‘Byeeeee!’ She hoisted herself into her truck and headed for Stillwater. One quick stop at the grocery store before spending the day binge-watching Schitt’s Creek, eating terrible food, and having a glass of wine while she still could.

***

Lucy plopped the canvas bags and her purse on the counter and loaded the fridge. Even though a night of nothing but salted chips and cheesy dip sounded good, in a moment of excellent judgement, she had forced herself to buy a few veggies to offset the preservatives.

She stuffed the bags together and grabbed her purse to toss in the closet.

Oh no.

No, no, no, no. The purse was too light. Her fingertips rummaged through the bag. She patted her pockets, scanned the floor, and bolted back to the car. Crap. Did she seriously leave her wallet at the store? In the cart? Did it fall out in the parking lot?

Every pore brimmed with sweat as she swerved through traffic. Her mind raced with things she had to do if it was gone: cancel credit cards, new licence, call the bank, new insurance cards … her stomach knotted. Unless some good Samaritan turned it in …

Ten minutes later, she barrelled through the store entrance and up to the customer service counter. ‘I think I left my wallet here. Rainbow-coloured, trifold. By any chance, did someone turn it in?’ She tapped her fingers against her thigh.

The uninterested teen shuffled his hands underneath the counter, then pulled out the wallet. ‘This?’

Oh, thank the holy dancing queen gods. Good people still existed. ‘Yes! Whew, am I right? What a nightmare that would’ve been.’

A blank stare met her.

After a quick scan, she saw that not only were the credit cards still there, but so was the cash. She death-gripped the wallet against her chest but refrained from smooching the material. ‘Do you know who returned it?’

‘Yeah, I think she might still be here. Tall lady, purple hair. Kinda hard to miss.’ He shrugged.

Lucy stretched her neck. The grocery store was small enough, fewer than twenty aisles. She’d scoot through a few and see if she could find this woman. If not, the wallet-finder had a bucket of good karma coming her way. Lucy peeked down the cereal aisle, bread aisle, and froze when she reached the spice aisle.

‘Kinda hard to miss’ was the understatement of the century. Six feet tall, legs from here to heaven, shaved hair on one side, deep purple hair on the other, full-sleeve tattoo. Freaking beautiful.

The woman scowled at the sauces.

Lucy gulped. I’m going in.




Chapter 2

Jade

Was this place actually serious? Jade shuffled the sauces and crouched to see if anyone had stuffed sriracha behind the BBQ. Nope. Not behind the mustards, relish, chilli sauce, nothing. What in the actual fu—

‘Um, hi.’

A timid voice cut into Jade’s not-so-timid internal monologue about the moral failings of the supply chain bosses who had somehow not procured the best condiment on earth.

A doe-eyed, pink-cheeked woman with long, wavy chestnut-brown hair stared at Jade. Her neon pink shirt caught Jade’s attention. Rainbow letters spelling ‘Queer AF’ paraded across her chest. Jade’s eyes lingered. On the cute message, of course. Not on the way the fabric hugged her full curves. Or … mostly on the message.

The woman jerked her thumb behind her shoulder. ‘The guy up front, he told me where to find you.’

Jade stood up straight, towering over the woman by a good six inches in her own estimate.

‘I mean, I asked him where to find you.’

Hmmm. Now I’m intrigued.

The woman cleared her throat. ‘Sorry, um, did you find a wallet?’

Jade’s frown from the sriracha debacle switched into a grin. Lucy. Once she said ‘wallet’, it only took Jade a moment to connect that this woman was the same one on the driver’s licence she peeked at earlier. ‘The rainbow one? Yeah, I did.’

‘Oh my God, you’re seriously an angel.’ Lucy folded her hands in front of her chest. ‘I was freaking out! Ugh, I can’t believe I left it here. I thought for sure someone would’ve stolen it, and holy extra-chunky guacamole replacing everything would have been such a massive pain in the booty.’

Jade propped the plastic grocery carrier on her hip. ‘The booty, huh? Wouldn’t want that.’ She took a bit too much pleasure in the pink that brushed Lucy’s cheeks. ‘Don’t worry. I only pocketed a fifty. I left everything else.’

‘Perfect, so you didn’t find the hundred-dollar bill. Good to know that my hiding spot still works.’

‘You have one of those too? I thought I was the only one.’ Jade had no actual bill-hiding spot, but this woman’s scattered, excited voice was doing something to her insides. Coming off a not-so-great day, and an even worse last two years, this was a refreshing breath of glittered air.

Lucy dodged an oncoming cart. ‘My dad always told me, keep a hidden twenty-dollar bill, and always have a quarter in case you need to make a call.’

‘Jesus, how old are you?’ Lucy looked to be in her early thirties like Jade, but one could never tell these days. ‘A quarter? I thought payphones were obsolete in the last twenty-five years.’

Lucy strummed her fingers on her cheek. ‘Clearly my anti-wrinkle cream is working.’

Jade switched the carrier to her other hip. ‘I have a confession to make.’

‘I knew it.’ Lucy twisted her mouth. ‘Were you going to hold a knife up to my wallet in a ransom pic?’

Oh boy. She’s really adorable. Stop this conversation immediately. ‘No. I peeked at your licence. I was going to find you on social media and shoot you a message that I turned it in at the counter, in case you didn’t remember where you lost it.’

‘You looked at my licence? So, you know what my middle name is?’

Jade chuckled. ‘Is that your actual middle name?’

‘Sunshine?’ Lucy nodded. ‘Sure is. My parents … they’re a unique bunch. Not sure how they thought Lucy would go with Sunshine, but here we are.’

‘Well, it’s definitely original.’

‘Not quite as original as your purple hair, though.’

Jade patted the side of her head. ‘Purple? This is called Midnight Amethyst, thank you very much.’

‘Well, it’s very cool.’ The playfulness in Lucy’s voice faltered to soft, and Jade lapped it up. Lucy dug the tip of her chequered Converse into the metal shelving.

‘Have you ever coloured yours?’

Lucy tucked a lock behind her ear. ‘No. I mean, not really. I tried highlights a few years ago. But really, I’m about as boring as they come.’

Nothing about this woman was boring. Something tugged at Jade not to end the conversation. Maybe because it was the first non-client and non-family conversation she’d had in a year? Maybe because she needed a distraction from what was happening at work? Whatever the reason, it felt … nice.

‘Well’ – Lucy waved at the mustard and ketchup behind Jade – ‘I didn’t mean to interrupt you and whatever street fight was about to happen with the sauces.’

‘Ugh. My angry face. Sorry. They’re out of sriracha for the second day in a row. And how’s a girl supposed to eat her eggs, you know?’

Lucy grimaced. ‘You put sriracha on your eggs?’

‘You don’t?’

Lucy shook her head. ‘Born and bred central Minnesotan here.’ She stuffed the wallet under her arm. ‘Pretty sure I don’t use sriracha on anything.’

Okay – her giggle, a little high-pitched and nasal, was adorable. Jade needed to jet the hell out of here before they chatted any longer. She had a life plan – a very long, thought-out, therapy-guided life plan – which did not include talking to a cute, charming stranger. She had learned her lesson, hard. ‘In Chicago, I used it on everything. Eggs, veggies, pizza.’

Okay, maybe just a few more minutes …

‘Chicago, huh? What brings you to Minnesota?’

Running away from my past, seeking an unattainable new future, burying my memories in a different state. ‘I opened a salon.’

Lucy lifted a brow. ‘Oh really? Which one?’

‘Jade’s on 7th.’ She pointed at the store entrance like there was an open window but quickly dropped her hand.

‘Are you Jade?’

‘Yep.’

Lucy shuffled her weight between her feet. ‘Your place is the one by the bubble tea shop?’

Jade nodded.

‘I should stop by.’ Lucy tugged at the bottom of her strands. ‘I haven’t cut my hair in over a year.’

Jade slapped her hand against her heart. ‘Nails on a chalkboard, saying that to a stylist.’

‘Is it better or worse than scraping a fork on glass?’

‘What sort of sociopath are you?’ Jade’s smartwatch timer beeped. Dammit. But also, probably saved by the bell. ‘Speaking of hairstyling … I have a perm to do. I should head back to the salon.’

‘Head back to the salon.’ Lucy tapped her wallet against her thigh, a smirk rising. ‘Is that a play on words?’

Jade chuckled. ‘No, but it should be.’

‘People still do perms?’

‘You’d be surprised.’ Jade grabbed a wasabi-based seasoning that would do in a pinch and set it in the basket. ‘Well, Lucy Sunshine Green. It was nice to meet you.’ Jade wanted to tell her this was the best convo she’d had in a long time and ask for her number. Which would be ridiculous, of course. Chicago-gate was barely eighteen months old.

No, she was tired. Overworked. A tad horny. That was all.

‘You too, Jade’s on 7th.’ Lucy inched back. ‘Thanks again, seriously. You’ve restored my faith in humanity.’

‘Don’t give me that much credit. I might trip a toddler on the way out just for fun.’ Jade winked.

A wink. Really? What in the hell am I doing?

Lucy lifted her hand in a sort of awkward half-wave goodbye, spun on her foot like a slightly uncoordinated dancer, and speed-walked from the aisle.

Jade strained her neck to see if she would turn back and give a wave.

Nope, nothing.

Good. No look back was good. Jade had moved here for several very specific reasons – to settle into her single life and shield her recently mended heart from any potential heartache, to open a business, and to rediscover her damn self. Not to flirt with the cute woman in Aisle Five.

She self-scanned a can of tomato soup, an apple, two chocolate bars, and the wasabi sauce – a lunch of champions if she said so herself – and raced back to the salon.

Sunbeams ricocheted off the sea of foiled hair, and the scent of bleach wafted into her nose. Seeing all ten chairs fully occupied in the middle of the weekday did something sparkly to Jade’s insides. If she were more on speaking terms with her family, she’d snap a picture and send a group text.

‘There you are.’ Mrs Dieterman folded the lifestyle magazine in her hand and set it on the side table. ‘Thought you forgot about me.’

‘I would never. You’re my favourite.’ Jade slung Mrs Dieterman’s jacket around her forearm. Eighty-five degrees in August, and she still brought a light coat. Jade held out her arm, and Mrs Dieterman gripped her, shaking a bit as she stood. After making their way across the sand-coloured mesquite hardwood floor to Jade’s station, Jade spun the black leather chair and eased her into a sitting position. ‘Would you like coffee, extra sugar, splash of cream?’

‘That would be delightful.’ Mrs Dieterman tilted her head and Jade fastened a smock. ‘Got any of those tea cookies?’

‘Just for you.’ Which was not a lie. Jade had them on opening day, along with champagne, a charcuterie board that cost almost as much as her rent, and an espresso stand. Mrs Dieterman walked in and downed five cookies. Jade promised to have them on hand for when she visited – which turned into a strict weekly shampoo set, monthly trim, and every other month perm.

Jade grabbed a mix of yellow and blue rods – never again making the mistake of using all yellow like back in her early hairstyling days. The client had stomped out with a scowl, a few choice words, and what looked like a poodle on her head.

The back-room door flung open and Shayna, Jade’s top stylist, flew through, balancing colouring bowls, brushes, and a smock.

‘Whoa? When did you do that?’ Jade circled her hand towards Shayna’s face, which sported fresh, sharp, razor-edged blond bangs. ‘I leave for twenty minutes and it’s a whole new you.’

Shayna tossed the items in the sink and pinched the edges of the hair grazing her red chunky frames. ‘You like it?’ She dipped her head and looked in the mirror. ‘You don’t think I look like Thelma from Scooby-Doo, do you?’

First, Thelma was the cutest of the detective squad if Jade said so herself – not that she’d say that to her employee. Second, Shayna was a natural pale blond, with such fair skin that it sometimes looked translucent. And she was never without deep red lipstick and black pencilled-in brows. So no, she looked nothing like Thelma. ‘You mean because of your glasses and bangs? Nah. But it looks great. Nice change.’

‘Cool, thanks.’ Shayna grabbed a stack of sanitised combs from the drawer. ‘My next client is gonna be late. I’m grabbing a bubble tea. Want one?’

‘Dear God, yes. Thanks. I have some cash in my drawer.’ Jade popped a small chunk of granola in her mouth. ‘You’re the best.’

‘I know …’ Shayna laughed and floated out as quickly as she floated in.

Among the zen-like atmosphere of the salon, with its cream-coloured walls, tan and white stone accents, and more plants than the local nursery, Journey’s greatest hits thumped through the salon speakers and Jade’s mind drifted. Lucy Sunshine Green. Hmmm. She added the activator and neutraliser to the tray, and pictured the cute, flustered woman waving her rainbow wallet in the air like some sort of lesbian fairy. Not that she’d normally guess someone’s identity. Especially with femmes. But Lucy’s ‘Queer AF’ T-shirt gave Jade the intel she needed.

Why had that conversation been so refreshing? Jade talked to people all day. She even enjoyed most clients. But this felt … different.

The bucket of rods clicked as she walked. She handed the coffee to Mrs Dieterman, who responded to her first sip with a sharp wince.

‘What happened to a splash of creamer? Tastes like you dumped the whole carton in there.’

Dammit. She was totally doe-eyed, distracted in the back room. ‘Oops, sorry. Must be the chemicals getting to me.’ Or maybe a random stranger with great hair and a pouty mouth? ‘I’ll make you a fresh one.’

‘Nah, this is okay.’ She took another sip. ‘So now, where did I leave off last week?’

Jade separated Mrs Dieterman’s hair and clipped strands to the side. ‘You were telling me about your grandson going off to college in the fall.’

‘Oh yes. So, he chose Iowa. Can you even believe that? He’s gonna take classes in the middle of a damn cornfield.’

‘That’s not true.’ Jade spritzed her hair with water, layered the tissue, and wrapped the rod. ‘Iowa is a thriving state. Des Moines is beautiful. Great food, culture …’

‘Pfft. Nothing like my homemade dumplings, that’s for sure.’

She sliced the next section of hair. ‘You’re gonna miss him, huh?’

Mrs Dieterman rolled her eyes, but fessed up a short while later that, of course, she was going to miss him, and even though you weren’t supposed to say it, he was one of her favourite grandkids. Jade warmed at the words, thinking briefly of her own feisty grandma back in Chicago.

Jade continued to spray, wrap, and roll as Mrs Dieterman went through the lives of each of her grandchildren since their last visit. Spray, wrap, roll … She fought hard against zoning out with the methodical motions.

Activator applied, shower cap fastened, drier set, and Jade cleaned her station. She strolled to the front and joined Amanda – receptionist extraordinaire – to review the daily client list.

Amanda peeked up from her personal laptop propped next to the salon computer, no doubt studying for some exam Jade couldn’t even fathom taking. When Jade first hired her, Amanda spent every second of downtime dusting, rearranging products, even sweeping up for the stylists to keep herself busy during the slow times. When Jade learned Amanda had a full online college credit load for a criminology degree, she offered salon downtime to study.

‘Fun fact.’ Amanda stopped tapping the keyboard and patted the side of her hair. Today, she had her edges slicked into a row of swirls at the crown of her head with her hair pulled up into an Afro puff. Amanda wasn’t a hairstylist, but she had some serious skill when it came to doing her own hair. ‘Do you know a body will decompose slower in water than the air? Slower. Who knew?’

Jade ran her hand under the till in search of a highlighter. ‘Fun fact, huh? Thank you for using your personal laptop to google this stuff. All I need is the FBI raiding my salon thinking I’m planning a murder.’

‘That would be awful if a murder happened here. Awful.’ Amanda’s lips tugged into a smile. ‘But in case it did … you know you’d have to call me, right? For educational purposes, of course.’

‘Of course.’ Jade pulled out the vendor documents from the folder and tapped them against the counter. ‘I just think every few days you should sanitise your algorithm. Search cute baby elephant videos or new vegan ice cream shops or something.’

‘Oh! Yes.’ Amanda smacked her multilayered ring hand on the desk. ‘Elephants cause how many deaths per year? I bet more than we think.’

Jade shook her head with a grin. ‘Do you really need this information for your degree?’ What she would’ve given to have the smarts and confidence Amanda had at her age. Jade’s life probably would have looked different. Juvenile mistakes – vanished. Heartbreak – gone. She would have entered her marriage with an analytic mind and solid research, not with stars in her eyes and a foggy brain. And she would have saved herself a hell of a lot of heartache.

Amanda’s marble-decorated nails – that probably took hours for her to design – clicked against the keyboard. ‘You never know. I won’t be left hanging if this is on a test.’

‘Be honest. You’re the one sitting in the front row of the class, aren’t you?’ Jade pictured herself in high school, sliding into the very back seat so she could doze off if needed without the teacher noticing.

‘Hell, yes I am. I want to hear everything the teacher has to say.’ The salon phone rang. Amanda reached to pick it up as Jade returned to the computer.

A rebooking request for one of Jade’s regulars caught her attention. She scrolled through the screen to see if he had rescheduled when Amanda tapped her arm.

‘It’s for you.’

Jade didn’t have time to chat with a client or vendor. She had to check her schedule, take a bite of yogurt, and return to Mrs Dieterman. ‘Can you take a message?’

Amanda shrugged. ‘They said it’s urgent.’

Jade clocked the time. Six minutes before rinse time. Urgent or not, Mrs Dieterman’s hair had to be neutralised, or the rods would pop off with a very undesirable chemical haircut. She tucked the phone under her chin. ‘This is Jade.’

‘Hey, it’s me.’

That voice. Jade’s heart stopped beating for so long, she was sure she’d pass out. Darkness filled her periphery.

‘Can we talk?’

‘I told you to never contact me again.’ Jade slammed down the phone, hot air shooting from her nostrils.

Amanda’s wide, dark eyes searched Jade’s. ‘Everything okay?’

Nothing about hearing that voice was okay. Jade’s stomach knotted so tight, she thought she might be sick. She exhaled a shaky breath and gave Amanda a quick nod. ‘Yeah, just a vendor who won’t take no for an answer.’ She stormed away before Amanda could call her out on the obvious lie.




Chapter 3

Lucy

The canvas bag of cash piled in front of Lucy gave her a split-second pause. A scruffy, grey-haired man refused to loosen his grip for a solid minute. A gentle cash-hostage-negotiation followed until Lucy offered a soft smile and leaned forward. ‘You don’t have to give it to me if you don’t want to.’

She had a fleeting urge to scold the man, however, for stuffing it in his mattress all these years. What if his house caught fire? What if it was stolen? What about the interest rates! Those thoughts popped up as quickly as they exited. After working at the bank for over a decade, she’d seen it all. As her old boss always said, Follow the bank teller golden rule: Their business ain’t none of yours.

Once the man released his precious cargo, Lucy hip-bumped her work wife, Erica, as she made her way to the cash sorter. Erica blew at her sharp black fringe to keep it from swinging into her chunky brown glasses and gave Lucy a quick, knowing grin. When Erica started five years ago, she and Lucy bonded over vanilla yogurt, a love for crap reality television, and a deep affinity for customers like the man who had just handed her a bag of cash. Lucy told Erica most everything – but for some reason had not told her about the interaction at the grocery store with Jade. And right now, Lucy didn’t want to do a full self-reflection deep dive as to why not.

The clicking of the cash sorter sounded. She removed another stack and tapped it against the table. Whoosh, whoosh, click. A curled-up five-dollar bill stuck to a twenty. She scraped a tiny piece of tape off the edge of the bill and flattened it against the counter as her mind wandered back to Jade.

More than a week had passed since Lucy ran into Jade, but somehow, Lucy thought about their interaction every night. And most mornings. She’d even stopped by the grocery store a few times, hoping to bump into her. Which was kind of pathetic since their conversation had lasted less than five minutes. But she felt a smidge better that at least she hadn’t slipped into any sort of serious creeper-stalker territory and refrained from walking by Jade’s salon. For now.

The hormones were already affecting Lucy’s brain, obviously. Wait – nope. Besides The Pill, she hadn’t started injections yet. And yes, maybe Lucy had been single for the last five years, and maybe she was a tad lonely – but still! It’s not like she hadn’t seen other attractive women in those five years. So why did the image of the six-foot-tall, purple-haired queen refuse to disappear?

It’s not that she didn’t want to date. But she’d lived in Stillwater, Minnesota, her entire life and was pretty sure she knew every single queer woman within a thirty-mile radius. And dating sites were like a weird meat … er … peach market, and she hated swiping to find a mate. She didn’t even like the internet that much. Her dad always said she was an old soul wrapped in a millennial body. Which was both true and not true. Frank Sinatra wasn’t spinning in the background on a vintage record player and she didn’t smoke cigars (gross). But she found comfort in driving around in her four-speed stick-shift, canary-yellow 1990 Ford pick-up over a more modern car. Phone conversations beat text messaging. Fishing over dancing. Knitting over bar hopping.

And the women these last few years seemed to want more. More excitement, more flare, more jet-setting, more … everything. She didn’t need more. She had Chucky, her rescue dog, Drew and Mason, and her dad.

After printing out the receipt for the man, she explained how to open a savings account, and escorted him to the new-account office. She peeked at her watch – sweet! Break time. She was hungry as hell. Unfortunately, she had already snuck her quota of cookies from the lobby earlier today. She rounded the corner and ran into her manager, Pamela. Literally. Boobs-to-boobs. Thank God Lucy’s double Ds cushioned the impact, but still. Ouch. ‘Ugh, sorry!’

‘You scared the crap out of me!’ Pamela slammed her hand against her chest and laughed. ‘I’m not a young woman anymore, Lucy. You have to be gentle with me.’

‘Um, aren’t you like only five years older than me?’ Lucy readjusted her purse strap. ‘And sorry. Break time, and I’m freaking starving.’

Pamela dropped her cell into her suit jacket pocket. ‘Real quick. Just checking if you saw the email from the director about the—’

‘Yep. Done, responded, and filed.’

‘You’re amazing. And the quarterly report for the small business div—’

‘Sent thirty minutes ago, uploaded, and I bcc’d you.’ Lucy got an extraordinary amount of satisfaction from her boss’s sigh of relief.

‘Did you happen to review the audit about the new—’

‘Accounts opened last week and compared them against our projected prospects? Sure did.’ Lucy dug her keys from her purse. ‘I need to validate one thing, and you’ll have it this afternoon.’

Pamela gripped Lucy’s shoulder as she passed. ‘What would I do without you?’

‘Cry into your daily sugar-free vanilla coconut latte?’ Lucy called out as she bolted down the hall.

‘True story.’

Lucy waved behind her head. ‘Be back in an hour.’

It’d be great to say that Lucy was on top of details like this because being a responsible employee, one her manager leaned on, one that leadership mentioned at team meetings as a ‘stellar example’, gave her a strong sense of personal satisfaction. And sure, a little bit of that existed. But in reality, she’d been gunning for a managerial position for the last two years, and was inching closer to cinching that deal. Rumour on the street was that the regional branch manager put in for retirement at the end of the year, and Pamela was a shoo-in for that role. Which left Pamela’s local manager position open. Which then left Lucy dreaming that next year at this time, her name would be on a shiny bronze plaque in the lobby, welcoming in all the customers.

At her car, Lucy held the door open to release a mushroom cloud of trapped heat, tapped the seatbelt to make sure it didn’t fry her skin, and took a U-turn out of the parking lot. NSYNC (don’t judge) blasted on her playlist, and after grabbing a huge deli-meat sub – yet another thing she’d soon have to temporarily say goodbye to – she pulled into the pharmacy for a few items. Of course, she gravitated towards the cleaning aisle. So many products, so little time. Lavender, grapefruit, grease-cutting power with an organic super oil!

Her phone buzzed. She pulled it from her purse and grinned at the icon of Drew’s face.

‘Dude,’ Drew said.

‘What’s up?’ She propped the phone on her shoulder and reached for an all-natural pet-odour eliminator.

‘I think we found the donor.’

‘What?’ Her breath locked in her throat. They found the donor … already? The surrogacy coordinator said this could take months. Months. Not like forty-seven seconds. Breathe, breathe. This is good news. Great, actually. Right? Right. ‘Are you serious?’

‘Yep. Mason and I just met up to review more profiles and … this one just stood out. We both agreed this is it. And, guess what? She’s a ginger! Or at least that’s what the profile stated.’

‘Shut up,’ Lucy said and dropped the cleaner into her basket, hoping that the bead of sweat gurgling beneath her pores wouldn’t spring across her forehead. She swallowed and pushed out a grin, even though Drew couldn’t see her. ‘That’s perfect!’

After Mason’s apparently superior sperm beat out Drew’s during the swimming test, Drew thought he had to give up his dream of having red-headed children. Not that this guaranteed mini-strawberry shortcakes, but it was certainly a shot. So really, this was actually perfect and exactly what her bestie hoped for. It was just all so … fast.

‘I’m thinking tomorrow I can swing by and pick you up for the psych appointment.’

She shifted the phone to her other hand and continued scouring the cleaners, doing everything she could to ignore her palpitating heart. ‘Why’s that?’

‘I checked out the Google Maps street site, and parking looks limited. And with Bertha—’

‘Betty Yellow.’ She corrected him on her truck’s name, as per every conversation ever about her vehicle.

‘Just not sure you could back that beast up into a tiny spot.’

‘I could back my beast up into any tiny spot,’ she said with a terrible growl. Nope. ‘Ugh. Why does it always sound so good in my head but never coming out?’

‘Oh, Lucy-goosey. Someday your humour will land.’

‘You suck.’ She glanced behind her to make sure she wasn’t holding up anyone who needed supplies. ‘Fine, you can pick me up.’

‘Seriously, when are you going to get an electric car? The amount of gas—’

‘The amount of mining it takes to get your battery for your electric car—’

‘Fair.’ He chuckled. ‘Call you later. I have to go back to coding all the things.’

‘Better you than me.’ How Drew received so much satisfaction working with software was beyond her. He explained many, many times what he did at work, but her eyes glazed over after about twelve seconds of him rambling about the interworkings of JavaScript and Python.

Okay, so another huge milestone was checked off the baby list. The coordinator told Lucy she’d have fluctuating feelings, sometimes moment to moment. Happy, terrified, anxious, thrilled. But right now, they all seemed to hit at once, making her dizzy.

After taking a moment to recoup, a smile crept onto her face. We’re getting close.

She tossed her phone into her purse and moved to the self-checkout. Shoot. Baby aspirin. She wasn’t even pregnant yet, and her forgetfulness was teetering on an all-time high. She pivoted, searched a few aisles, and stopped. Smack dab in front of her was a display of sriracha.

She had an idea.




Chapter 4

Jade

Amateur hour. For freak’s sake. Jade scrubbed the red dye off her hands. How, after doing hair for almost twelve years, did she apply colour without her gloves? Red colour, no less, one of the most potent pigments. She didn’t want to leave her client hanging, so when she realised her mistake, she slapped her hand with a towel, put on gloves, and finished applying. Thirty minutes later, after saturating the last strand, the dye had seeped into every pore and was surely making its way to her internal organs.

Her focus had been off this week. Even Mrs Dieterman called her out for not paying more attention to her stories. Hearing her ex-wife’s voice for the first time in almost a year had rattled Jade to the core. She hated that Elizabeth’s voice still held power over her, this draw to the life Jade left behind, to the shattered dreams that were once so profound. A year and a half ago, when she signed the divorce papers and packed up her belongings for a new life in Minnesota, she didn’t think she’d hear from Elizabeth again. Ever. In fact, she prayed she wouldn’t hear from Elizabeth again. She needed to cut her ex-wife out of her life completely, because Jade knew herself – a moment of weakness reminiscing about some rose-coloured memory would unravel all the healing work she’d done on herself.

It wasn’t vindictive on Jade’s part. Not at all. It was simply that Elizabeth had made her choice. A distinct, bold, hard-lined decision that didn’t include Jade: after eight years of marriage, Elizabeth decided she wanted to start a family.

Jade didn’t.

She never had, and she’d been upfront about that with Elizabeth from the start. She’d thought they were eye-to-eye, heart-to-heart, and then … and then the love of her life, her person, her wife, drew an impossible line. The ultimate ultimatum. And in the aftermath, Jade knew she’d never be whole again. The pain was guttural, the type that buried deep into your bones and infected everything. Even now, the wounds had healed as much as they could, but the scars would be there forever.

But the worst part of it all, as much as she ached to hate Elizabeth, she couldn’t. Part of her soul had been branded by her ex, and Jade wasn’t sure that she’d ever be able to fully let her go.

Jade grabbed a fresh box of latex gloves from the cabinet and ripped open the top as painful memories of her marriage flooded through her. Elizabeth had begged, pleaded, bribed, and borderline threatened to have a baby with or without Jade. Jade didn’t budge – she couldn’t budge. She had never wanted to be a mother. Being an aunt, great. Motherhood, no.

What hurt the most was that Jade and Elizabeth had been on the same page since freshman year of college when they first met. Careers, early retirement, travelling the world – that was their future. A family was never on the cards. And then – wham.

After months of begging, haranguing, and outright disparaging Jade for her ‘cold heart’, Elizabeth finally said she’d take care of the baby on her own, and Jade could just be there for moral support. ‘You don’t even have to change a diaper,’ Elizabeth had yelled outside their locked bedroom door as Jade buried her face into a pillow. Even though Jade had no motherly bones in her body, she knew that was a terrible way to raise a kid.

The Dark Night flashed in her mind – the moment she knew their relationship would never recover. A document slapped on the table. Elizabeth crossing her arms. Jade bursting into tears.

Not divorce papers. Or at least not yet. No – they were adoption papers. Elizabeth had gone ahead and applied for adoption on her own. She said Jade could be with her on this journey, or not.

Jade left their home a week later.

The next several months, Jade downward-spiralled through bouts of anger and self-doubt. Her only relief came from her hyper-fixation on building up her salon. She spent eighty to ninety hours a week for those first few months getting Jade’s on 7th off the ground. Blistered feet, bloodied hands, nearly falling asleep at the wheel on the drive home … everything was a welcome distraction from the ugly truth: Elizabeth hadn’t chosen her. Jade wasn’t enough for her wife. Her self-worth faded, slipped between her fingers. For months, she battled to regain some sense of value. A year plus later, she wasn’t sure if she had fully succeeded.

The magenta soap suds swirled down the drain, and Jade wiped her hands. Her fingers would stay pink for a few days, but after some hefty exfoliation, the dye would fade. She zoned out, staring at bottles of colour. ‘What am I doing …’ she mumbled and tapped her fingers against the ceramic counter. Oh yeah, coffee for the client.

Admittedly, hearing Elizabeth’s voice wasn’t the only thing pestering her brain. She’d perked up one too many times when the salon phone rang, scoured the upcoming appointments log, and not-so-casually asked Amanda, ‘Any new clients this week?’ hoping she’d see Lucy’s name. A strange tug-of-war between relief and disappointment occurred every time a new client was someone other than Lucy. And the relief was a much safer emotion to process.

‘Here you go.’ Jade brought her client a coffee and chocolate and set the timer. ‘Forty-five-minute processing time. I’ll be back in a bit to check on you. Need anything else?’

The client shook her head. Jade gathered up her tools and returned to the back room. While she ran the brush and bowl under the water, Amanda popped in.

‘I’m so irritated right now,’ Amanda said, her dark eyebrows scrunching. ‘The delivery driver just said I looked like Halle Berry.’

‘Yikes,’ Jade said through gritted teeth as she stuffed the brush into the drying rack. ‘I mean. She’s beautiful, but you’re twenty, not fifty. I literally just saw her on this amazing program talking about menopause. And you don’t even look like a young Halle Berry. Maybe he meant Halle Bailey?’

Amanda rolled her dark brown eyes. ‘Like, why say anything at all? Whatever. Anyway, he dropped something off for you.’

Jade tightened the top of the developer bottle and set it on the shelf. ‘Shipment doesn’t come in until tomorrow.’

‘It’s not shipment. It’s a basket. Kind of … a random basket.’

The twinkle in Amanda’s voice piqued Jade’s ears. ‘Random basket?’

Amanda inched closer with a grin. ‘All I have to say is I am soooo curious what the thought process was behind the selection. You know, in my forensic psychology course, we’re examining motivations for certain behaviour. Tomorrow, I’m looking up what would compel someone to send … that.’ The phone rang and she bounced away.

I’m so confused. But also, so damn curious. Jade pushed through the swinging door, smiling at a client in Shayna’s chair. When Jade rounded the corner to the reception desk, she stopped.

Facing her was a lovely wicker basket with three bottles of sriracha, a chocolate bar, and a … huh? … bottle of organic eucalyptus lemon cleaner. She picked up the card tucked in the middle.


Jade—
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