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    To Nathan,  
Thanks for the inspiration, you little shit. Sorry you aren't around to read this, but I probably wouldn't have let you anyway.
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Author’s Note
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Dear Reader, 

Thank you so much for taking the time to read my debut novel, Love En Route. While I hope the adventures of Cameron, Rook, and Maverick are as fun to read as they were to write, I would like to touch on a few themes that may be triggering. 

This novel is my attempt to create an authentic portrayal of grief for those who are also navigating transitions in identity, relationships, and career. It contains allusions to alcoholism and child neglect, along with explicit references to a fatal car accident (not depicted onstage). I approached these topics through the lens of my own experience and neuroscience research, which I reference throughout Cameron’s journey, and I often use humor to balance the emotionally laden themes of grief and loss, though they remain central to this story. 


Best,  

Cassie Garza
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Part One
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Following the death of a loved one, you may find yourself avoiding thoughts, emotions, locations, and situations that remind you of them. This strategy is known as avoidance.1-2

Creative name, I know. 

If you’re using avoidance to cope, you might seem perfectly fine on the outside. Fine enough to go grocery shopping, pick up your kids, or flirt with that coworker you have oddly sexual tension with. So while you can pass for a healthy, functioning person, what you’ve really done is shoved that shit down. 

—Cameron Loredo, Blog Post #22, Six Feet Above 
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Chapter One
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It’s not often that I attend a birthday party for my dead brother, but when I do, I bring a plus-one. 

A plus-one who is currently fixing my smudged eyeliner and poking at my waterline on the porch of my childhood home. Leave it to my best friend Vivian to fixate on my aesthetic choices at a time like this.  

I sigh, swatting her away as she frowns for the umpteenth time. “Quit it. I know I’m a lost cause.” 

She steps back to evaluate her handiwork. “You’ve got that sort of haunted, sleep-deprived thing going on. Grief never looked so hot.” 

Between her red curls, corset-style top, and trademark smirk, Vivian is both infinitely cooler than I am and also infinitely less likely to lose her shit tonight. Granted, she’d only met my brother a few times over the last five years. Once I left Texas for California, my college roommate and my brother weren’t exactly destined to cross paths. But she spent enough time with him to know how he filled every room he strutted into, some of which were in the single-story, mildly unkempt house before us. My parents never claimed to be horticulturists, but the weeds creeping over the edges of the porch are more aggressive than I remember. 

I blink a few times, destroying any progress Vivian made with my sleep-deprived grief grunge look. “Are you sure this isn’t too weird for you?” 

“Please. You know I’d never miss a chance to party with the Loredos,” she says, pointedly tapping her purse. Based on the clinking sounds it made while I drove us over here, it contains multiple alcoholic drinks of an unknown concentration. 

“I don’t know if it qualifies as a ‘party.’ More like a small gathering of blood relatives with shrinking hippocampi and a severe lack of hobbies.” Besides the occasional morning Sudoku or crochet project, I have no idea what my parents have been up to in the eleven months since The Accident. Based on the state of our front yard, this is the first time they’ve had company since settling into early retirement. 

“You’re gonna have to save the nerdy shit until I’m at least one glass in.” Vivian tilts her head at me as footsteps sound on the other side of the door. More than a couple of footsteps, actually, along with a song that’s a few decibels louder than my parents’ average leisurely listening. 

Headlights frame our shadows against the front door, and I instinctively stare directly into the light before shielding my eyes. 

“How many blood relatives do you have?” Vivian asks as the car parks against the curb, right in front of three other cars. I must’ve been too distracted by the small liquor store rolling around my passenger side floorboards when we arrived to notice how packed the street is, especially when my old parking spot was open in the driveway. 

“That are currently in this state? Two, as far as I know,” I say, ringing the doorbell as the headlights flicker off behind us. When my parents first suggested that I visit them to celebrate Maverick’s birthday, I counter-suggested at least three different locations. They’ve never made a fuss about my requests to meet at coffee shops, restaurants, or even the bookstore-bar I’ve been working at for almost a year. But tonight, they insisted I be here.  

Home. 

I take a deep breath, steeling myself against the nausea that’s already starting to set in as the door swings open, revealing my overalls-clad mother. She smiles, light blue eyes crinkling at the corners, and clasps her hands together with a smack. It’s the same gesture she makes when one of her theater students has a particularly powerful delivery or finishes painting a backdrop. Like Maverick, she emotes rather loudly. “Girls! You made it.” 

“Of course,” Vivian says, elbowing me in the ribs when I take too long to echo her. It’s not my fault that my cognitive processes are lagging. That tends to happen when the rest of your energy is directed toward not throwing up. I haven’t stood on this porch in months, and the last time I did . . .  

Well, the circumstances weren’t as celebratory. 

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I add unconvincingly, throwing myself into a side hug when my mother’s smile wavers. Vivian does the same, and I pause on the doorstep to collect myself. 

Despite my best efforts at pitching other venues, I will have to enter this house and socialize for at least a few minutes. And while it looks like my parents have invited at least half of the population of Rustin, Texas, into our home, things could be worse—I could run into Maverick’s best friend. Luckily, the odds of that are approximately 0.0 percent. 

Laughter floats down from somewhere past my mother’s head, and she ushers us in. I must make a conscious effort to relax and an even more conscious effort not to sprint back to the car. Who knows? Maybe Maverick’s postmortem birthday party is the perfect time to subject myself to whatever memories are trapped in these walls. Between Vivian’s booze bag lightly ramming into my right hip and the small disco ball hanging in the entryway, all signs point to a festive, non-traumatic evening. In fact, maybe it’s time to let loose. Maybe I can be a carefree, social person for one night.  

That sounds better than a burnt-out pre-med with boy problems and a dead brother.

––––––––
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Bacon. Cheese. Hash browns. By the smell of it, I have stepped into an alternate reality—or an alternate time zone, at the very least. 

“Before you ask, yes, I’ll be having just egg whites instead of the good stuff.” A voice sounds from just out of my line of sight. I turn to find my father, who is smiling under an increasingly gray, increasingly Mario-esque mustache. While I didn’t inherit the facial hair, I did end up with his dark eyes and nearly black hair. And his love of cholesterol-spiking foods. 

I raise my hands up, edging closer to the dining room wall as someone I vaguely recognize makes a beeline for the bacon. “Hey, it’s not my fault that heart conditions are disproportionately represented in male mortality—” 

I pause as the faux pas registers. Statistics haven’t exactly been my friend lately, not when male mortality has been disproportionately represented in our immediate family. It was highly improbable that Mav would stay out so late the night before one of his shows, and even more improbable that someone would run a red light while he was in the middle of an intersection. 

But here we are. Celebrating his 25th birthday without him. 

I clear my throat, avoiding the empathy in my father’s eyes in favor of scanning the breakfast-for-dinner spread. Our dining room table is filled to the brim with chocolate chip waffles, scrambled eggs (with a slightly smaller portion of egg whites), hash browns, and an absurd amount of bacon. The chairs are nowhere to be found—I suspect they’re in the next room, where chatter buzzes under the music. 

“We traditionally do Italian for his birthday, but as you know, Linguini’s has been repurposed,” my mother explains in her singsong way, entering the dining room with Vivian trailing closely behind her. As my fellow sales associate at Plot Twist, the bookstore-bar formerly known as Linguini’s, Vivian is well aware of the establishment’s Italian roots. “We made do with his second favorite,” Mom says. 

“Speaking of favorites,” Vivian says, reaching into her bulging purse, “I heard you two love champagne.” 

“Love a mimosa even more,” my mom says, accepting the first bottle with a smile before grabbing the orange juice from the end of the table. If I weren’t focused on maintaining emotional equilibrium, I’d be wondering how she concocted five mimosas in two seconds. Maybe she took up mixology instead of gardening. 

When Vivian procures not one but two more bottles, my father lets out a low whistle. “Now it’s a party.” 

“What do you mean now? You invited half the town,” I say with a wave at the vaguely familiar stranger still lingering by the bacon. 

My mother tsks at me, shaking her head while I stack waffles on a paper plate. “I told you they’re running Cats in the city, didn’t I? I simply had to invite the cast. You know your brother would’ve celebrated with them, anyway.” 

“So we’ve been infiltrated by the thespians,” I mumble, frowning at my small tower of waffles. They looked a lot more appetizing before guilt started worming its way into my esophagus. I’ve put off talking to Maverick’s theater friends for . . . Well, for almost eleven months now.  

But now that she’s revealed the invite list, I do recognize the one other person in the room that I’m not related to or roommates with. I shuffle over a few paces and peek around the corner, where a curly-haired cast member flails his arms in front of the floor-to-ceiling bookcase in the living room. The others shout at him while he continues to windmill in what appears to be a lively game of charades. 

Unfortunately, the limb-flailing does nothing to distract me from the bookcase itself. Aside from actual books, it displays a framed excerpt of my first research publication, my brother’s high school lacrosse trophies, and a small shrine of theater programs, which my mother has collected since Maverick sang his first solfège—

“Do. Like a female deer, not a dying one,” Maverick says, aggressively pushing the buttons of his Nintendo DS from where he lies on the couch. Weeks of practicing, and I still sound like a mortally wounded animal. 

“Mom’s gonna kill me.” I rearrange the sheet music on the living room carpet. I should be crying over math homework like the rest of my friends. Instead, I finish math early and cry over scales while my brother judges me from the sidelines. 

Middle school is off to a great start. 

Mav sits upright, couch creaking as he squints at me under the shaggy hair he’s refused to get cut for months now. “You don’t need a lead role. Just be a tree or something.” 

I shake my head, eyeing the Beauty and the Beast pamphlet on the bookshelf. Easy for him to say when he lands the lead role in literally everything he auditions for. “No. Not good enough.” 

He sets down his game. “Look, we both know you suck.” 

“Rude.” 

“Truth hurts.” He sighs, sounding about a million years older than thirteen, when my shoulders drop. “You don’t even like performing. Do your own thing. Mom knows her theater legacy is safe while I’m around.” 

“Would you like to go the backyard, honey?” Mom asks. “You’re looking a little overheated.”  

The words yank me into the present moment, where my mother’s cool hand is pressed against my forehead. I blink a few times, dispelling the image of adolescent Mav as Mom’s  pinched eyes come into focus. 

Between the music, limb-flailing, and mild hallucination, I’m starting to remember why I didn’t want to be near this house tonight—or any other night. If Vivian hadn’t already started chatting up a blonde by the charades game, I could fake a spontaneous fever and drag her to the car, where it’s a short drive back to Aunt Brandi’s guest house. 

I take a step back, lowering my plate in one hand while I fan myself with the other. “You’re right. I’m feeling feverish. I should probably head out before I infect someone.” 

“You only just got here.” Mom fans me with her empty plate and frowns. “And you can’t leave yet. We’re still waiting on one more.” 

On cue, the doorbell rings, and every head in the dining room swivels in unison. It would be comical if not for the growing sense of unease in my already turbulent stomach. Aside from the cast of Cats, it doesn’t sound like Mom invited any other randos. Maverick’s closest relatives (plus Vivian) are already here, and I know for a fact that Aunt Brandi will be in Japan through the end of the month for her latest marketing campaign. Which leaves— 

“Sorry I’m late.” In a rush of warm summer air, dark waves, and broad shoulders, Rook Everett Hale strides through the door. I freeze as he greets my parents, giving my mother a quick hug and shaking my father’s hand, before turning his attention to me. 

Not too long ago, the sight of him would’ve sent me into cardiac arrest. Years of unrequited pining for your older brother’s best friend will do that to you. 

While my stupid, weak-willed hormones might be circulating fast enough to make my heart pound, I know better now. Rook is no knight in shining armor—he’s the prick who didn’t bother showing up to his best friend’s funeral.
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Chapter Two
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Maybe I’d feel better if he looked different. But besides the sleeker frames of his glasses, he looks exactly the same. Same tanned, high cheekbones. Same hazel eyes with enough burning green to make blood rush to your face in an impressive feat of vasodilation. Same stubble around his jaw that never quite goes away.  

Nothing to indicate his newfound lack of a soul. 

“Shit.” The word slips out before my prefrontal cortex can kick into gear. In my peripheral vision, my mother covers her face with her hands. 

He merely raises an eyebrow, a half-smile on his full lips. “Actually, it’s pronounced ‘Rook.’” 

I grab a mimosa from the table, swishing the bubbling orange liquid around as I sift through conversation starters. How’s work been? Anything interesting happen since my brother became another routine call? It’s sure looking like it’ll be a dry summer—busy season is right around the corner! 

“So, Rook,” I say, willing myself not to flinch when our eyes meet again, “to what do we owe the pleasure?” 

He takes a step toward me. When I scowl, he pauses, then says, “It’s Maverick’s birthday. I was invited.” 

“Huh.” As I recall, he was also invited to Maverick’s funeral. Must’ve had a scheduling conflict. That, or he regretted our night together so much that he couldn’t show his face.  

And continued to not show his face for the next eleven months. 

As much as I’d love to call him out in front of everyone, the only person who’s privy to that particular backstory is Vivian, and she’s still loitering around charades. It’s probably for the best that she hasn’t caught sight of Rook yet—while my parents were all too happy to explain his absence away with Everyone grieves differently, she was ready to fight him with her bare hands. 

The silence carries long enough to alert my mother that something is Very Wrong Here, and she says, “I think we could all use some fresh air. Why don’t we head to the back? Your father fixed the lights.” The father in question scurries across the room before the last words are out of her mouth. I can’t blame him. He has zero tolerance for confrontation in normal circumstances, much less these ones. 

Avoiding Rook’s questioning look, I make my way through the living room, raising my drink so that Vivian looks my way—and instantly latches onto the man trailing behind me. Her eyes widen, and a small indentation forms on the floor where her jaw hits it. I manage a tiny nod before she excuses herself and follows our procession. 

After a brief struggle with the sliding glass door, we file out onto the back patio and settle into the half-circle of wicker basket chairs on the cement. Fairy lights dangle from the patio cover, illuminating the line where cement meets grass as Vivian sits between me and Rook. 

“What’s he doing here?” she whispers loudly enough for the three other people near us to clearly hear. As uncomfortable as my father looks, my mother appears to be suffering from a particularly bad flare-up of IBS. Her mouth is puckered, and she’s staring at her husband so intensely that a vein pops out on her forehead. This can’t be good—her IBS face only comes out when she’s hiding something.  

When Dad gives her a nod, alarm bells start ringing in the back of my mind. I stay completely still as she pulls a folded paper out of the large pocket on the front of her overalls, and the ringing morphs into tornado sirens. 

“He’s here to celebrate Maverick’s birthday”—she smooths the paper against her knees and reaches over me to hand it to Vivian—“and to help with the talent show.”  

The blush blooms in my cheeks the same instant that I start choking on my last sip of mimosa. Because it’s not just any piece of paper. It’s a flyer.  

I claw at my cup, but who knows? Maybe I should just let myself choke to death right here. 

Before I can succumb to the great beyond, Vivian thumps my back, and Rook rises from his seat with a convincingly concerned divot between his eyebrows. I bat both of them away as the air begins to flow back into my trachea. 

The thing about that flyer is, Aunt Brandi made it. Thanks to her status as Girlboss Marketing Hotshot, she’s been spreading the word about the talent show-slash-fundraiser-slash-memorial extravaganza we’re holding for Maverick. And she’s done her job very well. 

I, on the other hand, have not. 

“What’s this?” Vivian asks, examining the flyer. I look away from the microphone and tiny stage with Maverick Loredo Memorial Talent Show plastered across the top in bold neon letters. Pretty sure Mav’s picture is in the corner, too. 

“A fundraiser for theater kids who want to be theater adults.” My dad frowns.  

I sigh, delivering my next words to the stars overhead. “It’s a talent show fundraiser. A tribute to my theatrical brother, who insisted on being the Troy Bolton of Rustin High.” There’s a sharp intake of air from the chair next to me. My mom, already tearing up. Probably because Mav’s love for the dramaturgical started in her classroom. I press on, “Ideally, we’d get enough donations to renovate the community theater that’s already in Rustin. He had to drive an hour to rehearse at the one in the city”—and whined about it every time—“but realistically, we’ll raise enough money for a few scholarships.” 

Vivian chews on the inside of her cheek, examining the flyer in her lap. “This says it’s a month away.” She taps the very bold, very finalized date on the bottom of the flyer.  

Rook tries to meet my eye. I pick at a loose wood filament on my armrest. “June seventeenth,” I say. 

“Which is why Rook’s here,” my mom says, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief, which was also stashed in her overalls pocket. My fingers pause mid-fidget. “To help get acts for the show.”  

The backyard falls silent, waiting to be filled with the wails of my dying ego. After all, I volunteered to scout for acts. In fact, I volunteered to put the whole show together. Back when Mom chose to retire rather than return to the same walls Mav helped her decorate, and Dad . . . Well, my father spent an entire week looking for the last bottle of Mountain Dew Mav threw away. I wasn’t going to make them plan a whole show around their dead son.  

This is supposed to be my responsibility. Nobody else’s. 

“What do you mean? I’ve had the lineup secured for months,” I manage to get out. It’s not a complete lie. I’ve thought about who would make a good act for the show. Mav’s pals at the inconveniently distant theater, who look to be queuing karaoke lyrics on the living room TV. The improv group he’s loved since high school. Maybe even some of his old students, since he started giving voice lessons a couple years ago to supplement his patchy income. 

So I’ve basically secured . . . at least thirty minutes’ worth of talent show material. 

Fine. It’s a complete lie. But I’d rather lie than admit failure. 

Rook opens his mouth to reply, but it’s my mom who speaks up first. “Cam, honey. We’ve asked around, and we know that you haven’t started getting the acts together yet.”  

The words hang in the air, suspended in a moment where I can pretend that June seventeenth will never happen, before settling squarely in my auditory cortex. Shit. Shit. Shit. She knows. They all know, going by the stomach-flipping amount of pity in their eyes. Even Vivian, who didn’t hear about this thing until two seconds ago. 

“Who’d you ask?” The words are surprisingly steady for how leaden my tongue feels. 

Rook clears his throat. “When I reached out to Sebastian about the party tonight, he said he couldn’t make it . . . and when I asked about their act for the talent show, he said he hadn’t heard from you.” 

“Oh.” Out of all of his theater friends, Maverick’s favorite was Sebastian. I should’ve known he’d be the one to rat me out, since I haven’t gotten around to returning his texts. It’s been a busy eleven months of working at Plot Twist, researching for my blog, and attempting to self-administer Cognitive Behavioral Therapy instead of waiting for Rook to magically appear at my door. 

I did see Sebastian at the funeral, but that wasn’t exactly the best venue for striking up small talk. Especially when he was the last one to see Maverick before The Accident.  They had been getting breakfast for dinner, a classic final rehearsal tradition, which turned into a late night out—and a very late drive for Maverick. 

I’d rather have Sebastian rat me out a thousand times than face him tonight. 

“If it makes you feel any better, I’ve been looking for an excuse to take the Tennessee Trail,” Rook says, casually removing his glasses and cleaning the lenses with the bottom of his shirt. Every blood cell formerly participating in my anxiety spiral reroutes to my cheeks. 

“What the hell is a Tennessee Trail?” Vivian asks. I focus on breathing in through my nose, out through my mouth, giving that parasympathetic nervous system a chance to kick in. 

Tennessee Trail. Right. Because only a specific type of dork would call it that. 

Rook leans back in his chair, watching my mindfulness routine out of the corner of his eye while he answers. “It’s a road trip Mav and I take—used to take—to Nashville every year,” he explains. The fumble makes something twist in my gut, but I can’t afford to pay attention to that right now. 

“What does the Tennessee Trail have to do with anything?” I ask the room, since three quarters of them have been conspiring against me. It was the pinnacle of Mav’s year, that trip. A bro trip. A no-way-in-hell-will-my-little-sister-come-along trip. 

Rook places his glasses back on the bridge of his nose, meeting my icy gaze with tentative warmth and says, “Mav and I made a lot of interesting friends over the years. I’m sure if I talked to them, they’d come out for the show. Even if they don’t perform, they could spread the word . . . ” 

He trails off as I sink further into my chair, crossing my arms in a decidedly dominant manner. My parents stiffen in their seats—they know what’s coming. But Rook is still looking at me with what appears to be genuine curiosity. If I’m lucky, he’ll notice the piece of waffle I just spotted in my hair. 

“Three things. One, it sounds like Rook has this taken care of, so I appreciate the courtesy notice that I’m no longer needed. Two, don’t all of these ‘interesting friends’”—I can’t begin to imagine who Rook would classify as interesting—“have social media? You could just DM or call or whatever. That seems quicker and easier. I mean, the carbon footprint alone . . . Three,” I say, pausing for effect, “does this mean we have access to your coworkers? Because I’m sure a sexy firefighter dance sequence would raise a ton of money for the cause.” Dad gives a start, his chair scraping against the cement, but Rook remains mostly unfazed. If anything, the corner of his mouth twitches into a semi-smile. A quarter-smile. 

It used to be my goal in life to get a reaction like that out of him. Now, I only have the smallest of heart palpitations. 

He shrugs. “I’m not big on social media. That was always Mav’s thing. Plus, it’s harder to say no to someone’s face.” I open my mouth to object—to his words, his nonchalant demeanor, his ability to say Maverick’s name without crying—and then close it. He’s got a point. At Plot Twist, I leverage the awkwardness of saying no to someone’s face all the time—it’s the best technique for pitching membership programs. He continues, “I’ll have to ask about the dancing. We don’t currently have a choreographer, but I can double-check.” 

Vivian snorts, and I kick her under the table. Traitor. 

“So Rook goes on the Tennessee Trail, rallies the troops, and reports back to me while I . . . diligently log the lineup on my Notes app?” A familiar ache fills my chest, the one that so graciously lets me know when I’m about to disappoint everyone. 

“Oh, we wouldn’t send him out alone,” Mom says. She reaches across the table and rests a hand on mine. “We’d love for the both of you to take the trip—together.” 

My parents smile encouragingly at me, emanating support and faith in my ability to emotionally self-regulate, as every synaptic network simultaneously crashes in my mind. Wires cross and fizzle and burn out.  

Rook’s hand on my leg in a moonlit room.  

A borderline sacrilegious graduation cake.  

A phone call.  

A casket.  

Silence.  

More silence.  

Eleven months of silence. 

I fold my hands neatly in front of me, hiding the tremor. Almost. “Thank you so much for the offer, but that won’t be necessary. I know it looks like I’ve been putting it off, but really, I’ve got this under control.” I force myself to meet my parents’ eyes. Mom squints like if she stares long enough, she’ll understand where she went wrong with me. Dad switches between checking my mother’s expression and mine. Vivian scowls down at the flyer. When I get to Rook, I can’t help but add, “Feel free to hit the road, though.” 

Mom’s hands fly to her collarbone, but Rook merely says, “It’s okay.” The words fall flat, devoid of sympathy. “Why don’t you sleep on it? It’ll take a few days to make the trip, even if I shorten it, so travel time would be a factor. But we’d have better odds of recruiting people who would say yes, and the acts would have a wider range than if we searched locally. I know how you feel about a cost-benefit analysis.” 

Vivian exhales loudly through her nose, and I fight the urge to launch my empty plate at her. It makes no sense for my heart to be kickstarted by a comment like that. After having known each other for over a decade, he was bound to notice my love for data-driven decision-making.  

And then deem me not worthy of his presence during the worst eleven months of my life. 

“When do I need to give an answer by? When the clock strikes midnight?” I ask dryly. 

The corner of his mouth twitches. “How about tomorrow night? I plan to leave by Tuesday at the latest.” 

I dip my chin once and stand up, gathering any remaining shreds of dignity rather than sit here a moment longer. “Thank you all for the intervention, but I think it’s time to head out. Sorry I can’t stick around for cake.” I gesture for Vivian to get up with me, and we make our round of goodbyes as the cicadas start to chirp. 

Voices mutter behind us as we stride through the house, and Vivian stops to say goodbye to the blonde from earlier while I make a break for the car. 

It’s not like I won’t consider Rook’s offer. No, I’m more than happy to do my due diligence. Make the drive to Aunt Brandi’s guest house. Reflect on the months of unreturned texts and calls and letters I mailed to him like an octogenarian. Wait the appropriate amount of time until I can reasonably say no, I won’t need any assistance with Maverick’s talent show, thank you very much. 

Despite my parents’ best intentions, there’s no way in hell I’ll be trapped in a car with Rook on the road trip of my nightmares.
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Chapter Three
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“I knew you two hooked up.”  

“Are you kidding me right now?” I hiss, cupping a hand over Vivian’s mouth as a customer peruses the shelves one aisle over. She grins under my fingers, entirely unabashed at her outburst in our place of work. As a flipped Italian restaurant, Plot Twist has high ceilings and walls of exposed brick that are gorgeous . . . and also affect the acoustics. 

Her next words are muffled under my palm, and I only move my hand away when the customer is halfway to the checkout line. She grins. “This is your fault. You could’ve explained last night instead of stewing in your room,” she says, kneeling to adjust the shelf talker wedged under a book below us.  

“I don’t stew. I analyze.” Examine and assess trends, process information until it’s categorized into something neat and explainable. So what if I decided to process in the comfort of my own room? It’s not every day that the man who broke your heart drops in for your dead brother’s birthday party, eats breakfast-for-dinner with your family, and offers to take you on the road trip from hell. 

“You could’ve analyzed in the living room. I took out the good wine and everything.” Sidestepping her pout, I push the cart of new arrivals toward the neighboring section of romantasies. I adjust a display copy, making sure the sprayed edges are visible before grabbing a few new titles from the cart. 

“Oh my God. Wait, turn around again,” she says, eyes wide. I do as I’m told, twisting my neck to investigate the seat of my jeans.  

“What? What is it?” 

She looks me over, taking a step back to evaluate before nodding to herself. “For a second, it looked like the stick up your ass was coming out,” she says, laughing as heat rises to my cheeks. I swat at her arm, and she dodges me before planting herself just out of swatting range. “Seriously, though. I don’t get it. You’d be killing, like, seven birds with one stone here.” 

After a brief moment of determining I won’t attack again, she leans across the cart between us, counting off on her fingers as she speaks. “You’ll get acts lined up for the show, you can take a mini vacation from being Ms. Overachieving Future Doctor”—I roll my eyes, switching a book from the pile in my arms to the nearest shelf—“and you get to torture him for a week.” 

I pause, the purple-edged hardcover momentarily forgotten as I echo, “Torture?”  

“Exactly.” Honey-brown eyes stay locked on mine as she says, “So what if you’re in the car for a few days? This is your chance to guilt trip him for being such an asshole. He’s already halfway to crawling back and begging you for forgiveness—I could see it in his stupid puppy dog eyes.” 

“Puppy dog eyes?” I laugh. Are we talking about the same person? Tall, dark-haired, willing to ride into the sunset as my life fell apart? “I don’t know what you think you saw, but he acted like everything was fine. Like nothing ever happened.” Because to him, it was nothing. Obviously. I can still see him twiddling his thumbs on the back patio, completely content to sit there as I suffered three consecutive anxiety attacks in the span of twenty minutes.  

I resume my book stacking, taking extra care to line up the middle row as Madame Truffalo watches us from across the floor. My boss, witnessing our glacial restocking pace in real time. I doubt she’ll reprimand us, though—Truffalo would rather set a first edition on fire than raise her voice. “You can’t be serious right now.” 

“I absolutely am serious right now.” Vivian straightens up, moving the cart until there’s nothing but stained carpet between us. “You were in love with this guy forever. Since you no longer want him to propose and be the father of your freakishly smart babies, you might as well take advantage of his car and connections.” 

A lanky teen stands in my periphery, no doubt working up the courage to ask about the latest fantasy release. In a low voice I say, “I can’t make someone come crawling back if they never cared about me in the first place,” leaving Vivian to move on to historical fiction while I pivot to the figure
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